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Abstract

I propose that the notions of personhood and personal identity are most accurately

understood as merely negative hypotheses in the brains of us humans. Understand-

ing the notions of personhood and personal identity in this way will also explain

why the disagreements about the nature of personhood and personal identity have

been intractable so far in the philosophical literature. And it also predicts that set-

tling these disagreements through the analytic dialectic is unlikely.
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Introduction

Thesis

I propose that the notions of personhood and personal identity are most

accurately understood as merely negative hypotheses in the brains of us

humans.

Understanding the notions of personhood and personal identity in this way will also

explain why the disagreements about the nature of personhood and personal identity

have been intractable so far in the philosophical literature. And it also predicts that

settling these disagreements through the analytic dialectic is unlikely.

???

To begin, let me qualify my claim more precisely. When I claim that the notions

of personhood and personal identity are “most accurately” understood in the way I

propose, I do not mean “most accurately” to be taken in an absolute sense. I wish to

claim only that my description will be the relatively most accurate when compared

to the main theoretical accounts that are currently popular in the philosophical liter-

ature on the subject. I hope, and indeed expect, that future empirical work on these

notions will in fact produce even more accurate descriptions of what they amount

to in our minds.

My proposal is motivated by the observation that the accounts that currently

dominate the literature do not accommodate certain brute empirical facts about the

ways in which our minds entertain and use the notions of personhood and personal
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identity. Chief among these facts is that our understanding of these notions seems

to be vague and conceptually incoherent, in such a way that it appears systematic

to the proper use of these notions that when we make judgements about personal

identity in specific cases we should draw on a range of divergent considerations

which cannot be brought together in a single coherent account of what a person or

their identity consist in.

In contrast to that observation, the dominant theoretical approaches to person-

hood and personal identity in the philosophical literature actually have as a principal

aim to explain away the vagueness and conceptual incoherence manifest in the or-

dinary usage of these notions. In what follows, I will show that they fail in that aim.

And I will therefore propose that characterising these notions in a less prescriptive

way, as merely “negative hypotheses”, is more accurate empirically. And that there-

fore, understanding these notions in this way will serve as a better foundation for

future philosophical work in this area.

It is difficult to explicate in a satisfying manner what I mean by “negative

hypotheses” before we will have seen how the notions of personhood and personal

identity behave in our thought throughout the following chapters of my exposition.

But roughly, my suggestion is that in the structure of our thought, the notions of

personhood and personal identity that we entertain and make use of in our everyday

lives seem to be constituted from a number of disparate ideas that we hold only as

shallow hypotheticals. And then, only some of those ideas will be invoked when

we make judgements about personhood or about personal identity in some kinds

situations. And only some others of those ideas will be invoked in some other kinds

of situations. And the different ideas can just as well agree as conflict, in what

they tell us we should believe about the personhood or the identity of someone.

And there appears to be no overall consistent theme, no idea or consideration that

always needs to be present for us to determine that someone is a person, or that they

are the same person as they were yesterday.

The only supposition we seem to be clear on is that there exist persons in the

world. But beyond that, it is not immediately clear what it means to say that persons
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exist or to say that I am a person. What makes a person? Is it the existence of some

kind of soul? Or is it something to do with the conscious experiences we have?

Or is it nothing more than the scientifically explicable, physically manifest human

body of the persons we are commonly acquainted with?

Ordinary people, the “folk”, appear to take all these aspects to be import-

ant parts of their notions of personhood and personal identity (e.g Berniunas and

Dranseika, 20161). However, it can also be observed (idem.) that the thoughts,

intuitions, etc., that the folk have about persons and personhood are vague and con-

ceptually incoherent. Sometimes the judgements of whether something is a person

reduce to psychological considerations, for example in certain kinds of judgements

of whether a human fetus is a person; other times they reduce to biological con-

siderations, for example in judgements of whether some human in a coma is still

the same person they knew as their grandfather; still other times, and especially for

religious folk, they might reduce to some kind of “spiritual” continuity that sustains

the identity of the person from the time they were a fetus, through the time they

were a normal-functioning adult human, through the state of coma, but also into a

time in the future beyond the death and complete destruction of the human body

altogether.

Philosophers have then taken these thoughts, intuitions and usages of the no-

tions of personhood and personal identity of the folk as the prime matter, the given,

for their philosophical conceptual analysis. This is normal procedure for analytic

metaphysics, and usually the hope is that the initially vague and messy thoughts

of the folk can be rendered precise, and articulated as a logically and conceptually

coherent theory. Unfortunately, the different considerations which the folk take to

go specifically into judgements concerning personhood and personal identity pull

in different directions with comparable degrees of strength, such that no one set of

intuitions (for example intuitions regarding the importance of psychological con-

siderations) ever consistently overrides all other considerations for all members of

the community of speakers.

1I examine their findings in detail especially in Chapter 5 (p. 166).
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It is seemingly as a consequence of this that no proposed philosophical theory

which tries to define personhood and personal identity in terms of just one “essen-

tial” aspect of personhood is accepted by a majority of the folk as having success-

fully explicated these notions, or indeed by a majority of philosophers (as we see in

Bourget and Chalmers, 2014).2

The divergence of the intuitions regarding these notions, and their balanced

comparative strength, produces an apparently stable equilibrium which has so far

rendered the notions effectively intractable to the kind of reductionist conceptual

analysis that tries to explain notions in terms of a coherent set of (conceptual) com-

ponent parts.3 My proposed account of the nature and usage of the notions of per-

sonhood and personal identity among the folk will explicate this state of affairs.

And based on that explication, one may consequently speculate that the disagree-

ments in the philosophical literature are likely to remain intractable, at least under

this kind of approach.

Context and Approach

Both my approach and my proposed understanding of personhood and personal

identity as hypotheses in the brains of creatures like us began from, and is related

to, Marya Schechtman’s account of Narrative Personal Identity, from The Consti-

tution of Selves (Schechtman, 1996). The motivation I offer for why our theorising

about personal identity would benefit from looking beyond the traditional approach

of trying to reduce the notions to metaphysical criteria such as biological or psy-

chological continuity runs independently of Schechtman’s account, but is inspired

by her and arrives at similar conclusions.

My proposal diverges from Schechtman’s in its positive claims: I do not believe

that something like her narrative criterion (which I explore in detail in chapter 4, p.

145) is an accurate descriptive picture of what we take persons to be. I think there

2Psychological criterion theories have the most support among philosophers, but even they are
far from enjoying overall majority support.

3And unfortunately this is the most popular approach in the literature (again, as per Bourget and
Chalmers, 2014).
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may be value to that picture as a normative account for how humans might want to

“constitute” their sense of identity in a “healthy” way, but it seems to me that there

are plenty examples of human beings not doing this kind of “self-constitution”, not

least in some instances of mental health disorders.

Instead, I propose an alternative, yet still empirically speculative, picture of

what we do when we talk about persons and their identity, informed by some recent

insights from empirical psychology and cognitive science. I believe this picture bet-

ter describes the ways we humans use the notions of personal identity in practice,

better explains why we use them in the ways we do, and also explains the theoret-

ical difficulties we have had in producing positive metaphysical accounts for these

notions in the philosophical literature.

My approach differs from the reductionist conceptual analysis approach to meta-

physics more common in the philosophical literature on personhood and personal

identity4 in the following way.

In discussions of metaphysics, we could be doing one of at least two distinct

things:

1. Aim to provide an account of some feature of reality: here, one makes a case

for how we should be thinking about some thing we suppose to exist in real-

ity, in a way that incorporates and rationalises one or more perspectives on

that feature of reality, the intuitions we might have about it, as well as some

arguments and some empirical evidence about the properties that thing may

have, while seeking to defend the proposed account against possible dissent-

ing intuitions, arguments or evidence. Call this a first-order metaphysical

account.

2. Describe how the concepts which aim to refer to those supposed features of

reality are used by a community of sentient beings to make sense of reality

4And specifically, common in the biology-based and psychology-based theories of personhood
and personal identity that dominate the field (Bourget and Chalmers, 2014), and which I tackle
respectively in chapters 1 (p. 28) and 2 (p. 62).
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or communicate with each other. Call a theoretical description of these meta

considerations a second-order account.5

Of course, in practice, the lines between these two activities can be blurry. For ex-

ample, first-order theorising in philosophy does make frequent reference to second-

order observations. But their respective aims are clearly distinct. First-order ac-

counts always aim to refer to and characterise features of reality.

By contrast, a second-order theory is a systematic characterisation of just the

concepts and their usage by a community of speakers, entirely separate of the as-

pects of reality to which those concepts intend to refer. And when the subject mat-

ter of such an account would be specifically empirical facts about human cognition,

culture and behaviour (as will be the case for my consideration of the notions of

personhood and personal identity), its conclusions would also be hypotheses of

psychological and social science. I contend that such hypotheses of science can

have meta-philosophical and perhaps even practical, methodological consequences

on how first-order theorists approach their craft. And consequently perhaps even on

the first-order theories they produce.

My proposal, like Schechtman’s, is a second-order theory, which can and

should be considered as a hypothesis of empirical science, to be verified sub-

sequently. If it is empirically found to be accurate, I would expect it to have implic-

ations for how we theorise about personal identity in the future.

The second-order approach

The (first-order) questions of personal identity

The issue of personal identity raises the following fundamental questions of meta-

physics:
5Of course, it incorrect to think of this kind of project as an account of metaphysics, since the

things it studies and describes will not be metaphysical facts. That said, it is the case that the facts
such an account does seek to describe are beliefs about metaphysics, so, in that sense at least, the
account will always be indirectly related to first-order metaphysics. Perhaps the most accurate way to
categorise second-order theory would be as a theory of meta-philosophy pertaining to metaphysics.
In the exposition that follows, however, I may at times contract that to the phrase “second-order
metaphysics”. The reader should bear in mind that this is contraction that should not be read literally.
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1. “What are persons?” – the question of nature; and

2. “What makes a person the same person?” – the question of numerical identity.

This question then has two facets. That of:

(a) synchronic identity – what gives the person an identity at one given time

and place, so as to distinguish it from other persons, or indeed other

objects in the environment? And that of

(b) diachronic identity – when and how is the identity of a person preserved

over some arbitrary period of time?

The first-order approach to these questions

A (non-sceptical) first-order theory of personal identity would traditionally start

from the following assumption:

There are some things which are persons.

The theory would then look to identify the “things” which “are” persons.

I use the scare quotes to warn that underneath the surface philosophical discus-

sions specifically on personal identity there are many other, deeper metaphysical

disputes. Different first-order (classes of) theories tend to rely on divergent prior

metaphysical commitments, whether implicitly or explicitly, not least on the nature

and persistence of objects in general. This adds a level of complexity to these dis-

cussions that becomes apparent promptly.

For example, one might hold a single-substance physicalist world view. Under

such assumptions, things can only be made from matter. So if they are to be things

at all, persons will have to be physical objects. Alternatively, one might be a sub-

stance dualist, and propose that there exist classes of non-material things, and that

persons may well be among these. Discussions of personal identity will often serve

as proxies to these kinds of deeper disputes on substances.

Then the ways in which some things “are” persons can involve broader meta-

physical debates on how things are categorised, or how they are described as “hav-

ing” characteristics in a theorist’s preferred account. For example, the things under
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consideration might: “have the property of being a person”6; “instantiate a per-

son”7; “constitute a person”8; and so on.

Thus the thing that is a person might be a human animal – as we explore in

chapter 1 (p. 28). If that is the case, one may observe that not all human animals

seem to be persons all the time, and thus conclude that personhood is not an essential

property of the things that are (typically observed to be) persons. On the plus side,

under this picture the issues of identity become more tractable, as the problem of

the identity of persons becomes the same as the problem of the identity of animals.

This is not without its own difficulties, as we will see, but it is an appealing picture

in its prima facie simplicity.

Alternatively, the thing that is the person might be some kind of “thinking

being”, as it was for Descartes (1641). But even then, there can be profound dis-

agreements as to the nature of such a thing. For example, the “thinking being”

may be assumed to be some kind of “soul” substance, as it generally was for sub-

stance dualists like Descartes and most of his contemporaries. Alternatively, a con-

temporary single-substance physicalist would want to remove “soul” substances

from their metaphysical account, but may still want to retain a way to individuate

things in terms of the activity of thinking, and thus would appeal to a metaphys-

ically thin “psychological criterion” to underpin their account of personhood and

personal identity (e.g. Locke’s “memory criterion” or Parfit’s “psychological con-

tinuity criterion”, both of which I explore in chapter 2).

Depending on how the questions of underlying ontology are answered, the

questions of nature and identity will be approached in very different ways. But

whichever approach is taken under the “thinking being” assumption, personhood

is much more closely associated with the activity of thinking. And therefore, in

most such accounts, personhood is considered an essential property of such thinking

6E.g. for Animalists like Olson (see chapter 1, p.28 below), persons are not and cannot be
“ontologically independent” entities (Olson, 2009), but rather “being a person” is just a property of
another (actual) physical object, such as a human animal.

7If one is more inclined to give ontological priority to abstracts (categories / properties), over
concretes, like a (neo-)Platonist might.

8E.g. for physicalists who debate about the existence and nature of macroscopic “entities”, like
Jones (2015).
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things. This is also an appealing intuition. I explore it in depth particularly in

chapter 2 (p. 62).

The nature and persistence conditions of persons, however, are not accessible

to direct empirical observation. And absent such empirical access to these presumed

facts, developing a first-order account of personal identity can seemingly only take

the form of an exercise in analytic metaphysics. In other words, these questions

will be approached as a dialectic exercise of arbitrating between the inconsistent

intuitions, arguments and (some of the) relevant empirical facts, and attempting to

provide a resolution to our disagreements by articulating some prescriptive defini-

tions of how we should all think about personhood and personal identity.

“Prescriptive” here is to say that arbitrating between inconsistent intuitions

will require some kind of normative judgement about which intuitions should take

precedence. Though of course, such judgements will not be entirely arbitrary, and

will typically come with further philosophical justification and argumentation.

The philosophical literature on personal identity is largely constituted of the

conversation between an array of competing prescriptive accounts of just this kind9

– perhaps with some implicit hope that through dialectic engagement between the

accounts, some overarching prescriptive account of which intuitions and which em-

pirical evidence should be preferred might eventually prevail as canonical.

Why a second-order approach

Against this theoretical and methodological background, I acknowledge the general

theoretical desideratum to have first-order philosophical accounts, and share the

desire to have such a definition for the notion of personal identity. But I am pursuing

a second-order approach here for two reasons.

The first is the observation that the analytic dialectic has not produced any

satisfactory first-order definition for personal identity so far in the literature. I justify

this observation by surveying the two most popular approaches to the first-order

9The main ones in the current literature are the same ones I will be looking at in the next two
chapters: biological and psychological criteria.
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question of personal identity in the first half of this work (Part I, p. 25) and showing

their critical shortcomings.

Of course, such a constrained survey cannot hope to exhaust the field of pos-

sible theories to explain the metaphysics of personal identity. And an exhaustive

treatment would be necessary to prove that all first-order theories currently in cir-

culation fail to offer adequate answers to the first-order questions. But if the most

promising, and therefore most popular and most developed approaches in the con-

temporary literature still have fatal fundamental flaws after centuries of work, it is

perhaps not unreasonable to infer that more marginal accounts will likely not fare

any better.

The second is the observation that the notions around personhood and per-

sonal identity draw upon heterogeneous considerations, chief among them the bio-

logical and the psychological (but others as well, most interestingly the social and

the moral), such that it is not obvious even in which (metaphysical) category of ob-

jects we should be looking for our ideal first-order account. Should our aim be to

explain the notion of personal identity purely in terms of the identity of the physical

manifestation of the person (the human body), and seek to explain away the psy-

chological aspects of persons as irrelevant? Or should we do the opposite, and seek

to explain the notion of personal identity in terms of the psychological aspects of

persons, physical bodies notwithstanding?10

As we proceed through this thesis, we will come to find that there are no com-

pelling reasons to prefer either approach: both yield concepts of personhood and

personal identity that bear little resemblance to the concepts actually used by the

folk, and indeed by you and me. And we will, at the same time, find compelling

reasons for why we should reject the drastically revisionist concepts proposed by

the philosophers – not least because the revisionist concepts currently advanced in

the literature are themselves riven with theoretical and practical issues of their own.

Instead, we will find ourselves constantly drawn back to this basic observation:

10Of course, if we seek to explain the notion of personal identity purely in terms of the psycholo-
gical aspects, we would also need to explicate how mere psychology can amount to a thing that can
have numerical identity.
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the ways in which we talk about “persons”, for example with terms like “me”,

“her”, “Andrew” and so on, sometimes refer unambiguously to the same animal,

e.g. “when Andrew was in his mother’s womb”; other times they unambiguously

refer to something about psychology, and explicitly in opposition to the identity of

the human animal, e.g. as implied when we might say something like “Andrew

is gone forever” about a patient suffering of severe, advanced dementia, or in a

permanent vegetative state; other times still, they may refer to things related neither

to the body, nor to the psychology of “Andrew”. Examples of such divergences in

reference are abundant – I explore many of them specifically in chapter 5 (p. 166),

though they will also come up throughout my entire exposition.

The crucial aspect of this is that such inconsistencies neither alarm us, nor

even surprise us. Rather, this inconsistent referencing we do with the notions of

persons and personal identity appears normal, and indeed systematic and proper to

the mundane use of the concepts around personal identity. Naturally, this will con-

fuse philosophers when they try to theorise about these notions. Yet the folk do

not appear to be similarly confused. Nor are philosophers confused when they are

merely using the language like the folk do, instead of trying to articulate metaphys-

ical theories.

The analysis of body-based and of psychology-based theories in the Part I of

this work (p. 25), will highlight both theoretical failures of the incumbent and pop-

ular reductionist accounts in the literature, as we all as the recurrent problems posed

by the conceptual incoherence manifest in the intuitions and usages of the folk. And

Part II (p. 120) will further evidence, and then seek to explain especially the latter

issue of conceptual incoherence. That we do not currently have a satisfactory first-

order definition for personal identity is not all that remarkable for a field of study

in academic philosophy. But this issue of conceptual heterogeneity is particularly

acute in the theoretical field of personal identity and the pivotal reason why I believe

a second-order explication is needed.
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So I propose that the reason we do not have a satisfactory first-order definition,

and the reason we may never have such a definition, for personal identity has to

do with the way in which the notion emerges in the brains of creatures like us, and

the purposes for which we employ it. The difficulties for the first-order projects

in the metaphysics of personal identity emerge from the (second-order) facts of

the matter regarding the notion of personal identity. Specifically, from the nature,

history and behaviours of those sentient beings which use the notions of personhood

and personal identity in their social transactions.

The analytic approach can at most passively observe as external givens issues

such as intractably inconsistent and heterogeneous primary intuitions. A biological

criterion theorist will point to psychological theories and observe how these ac-

counts fail to account for the very significant parts of the folk notions which are

non-psychological. And they will be right to do so. In response, a psychological

criterion theorist will put biological theories under the same scrutiny and arrive at

a similar conclusion: these theories too will fail to account for the very significant

parts of the folk notions which are non-biological. And this observation will be

equally correct. Both theorists will have arrived at an impasse, where the best avail-

able argument for each is to concede that their own theory has flaws, but to insist

that their opponent’s is even worse.11 And neither seems to have the resources to

move the dialectic any further.

Yet explanations of what is happening here are available. At the very least,

we can turn to the empirical human sciences for a (second-order) explanation of

why sentient beings like us have such inconsistent primary intuitions on personal

identity, and why we nevertheless continue to use effectively notions that appear

incoherent.
11A perfect example of just such an argument can be found, for example, in Olson (2016a).
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A second-order picture: hypotheses in brains

Once we establish that the notions of personhood and personal identity do ex-

hibit this intractable conceptual incoherence I allege (in chapters 1-5, but especially

chapter 5), I will owe the reader at least an attempt at an explanation for this phe-

nomenon. In chapter 6 I will therefore attempt to outline one speculative account of

how and why this phenomenon occurs, and how it is that the folk can nevertheless

use such conceptually incoherent notions with little apparent trouble or reserve.

The manner in which we humans use the notions of personhood and personal

identity can be characterised in a number of different ways that pertain to the dif-

ferent domains of human behaviour where these notions are relevant. We can thus

articulate empirical second-order descriptions of these notions within the scientific

study of, for example, political sciences, social studies, psychology, cognitive sci-

ences, and perhaps others too.

But the aspect of the notions of personhood and personal identity that frustrates

our first-order philosophical endeavours the most is their conceptual incoherence

and heterogeneity. And the only area of study where we might find some explana-

tion of how we can entertain and make use of incoherent and heterogeneous notions

is likely to be the cognitive sciences. In political, social and even in psychological

studies, we would at best have to passively observe that conceptual incoherence

and heterogeneity as an exogenous given, in the same way we have to in analytic

philosophy.

Now, the ways in which we, philosophers and non-philosopher folk alike, cog-

nise, feel, think and act are obviously subject to ongoing empirical investigation.

But at least one of the most popular contemporary “grand theories” of human cog-

nition seems to offer an explanation for our problem. And what is more, that ex-

planation comes out as an automatic (and not originally intended) consequence of

how it describes brain function in general. The theory in question is called predict-

ive processing (e.g. Clark, 2013, 2016; Michel, 2020, etc.). I explore some of the

claims and implications of this theory in chapter 6 (p. 191), and then I will try to

sketch how its description of human cognition may account for the ways in which
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the folk seem think about and use the notions of personhood and personal identity.

As we will see, under this picture, what we experience (including what we

experience perceiving) in every moment of our unfolding consciousness is but an

internal model constituted by an array of hypotheses about the external environ-

ment.

Not all internal models, which is to say not everything about the environment

that is represented in the brain, is consciously experienced at a given time, but it is

taken to be the case that everything that is experienced could only possibly be such

a representation.

One of the kinds of things our brains represent as being in the environment is

persons. Under the predictive processing picture, when I perceive a person, when

I experience speaking to “another person like me”, that experience is just the in-

ternal representation in my brain of a hypothesis about the world – again, because

every subjective conscious experience is, including every experience of perceiving

something about the world.

But what exactly might be the positive content of that hypothesis? One plaus-

ible initial contention, for example, is that we interpret at least some of the patterns

of phenomena we observe in the world through the hypothesis Dennett (1987) calls

“the intentional stance”. The behaviour of at least some animate things in the world

can be made sense of by supposing they are caused by the volition of “rational

agents”. Thus, to the extent to which our brain finds that kind of rational agency as

the most probable cause for those phenomena, we experience them as being effec-

tuated by rational agents. In ordinary parlance, we refer to (most of)12 these rational

agents as “persons”. So the brain infers and consequently we perceive these phe-

nomena as the “actions” of persons.

Consequently, the concept of personhood in general would be some abstract

hypothesis about there being some things in the environment which belong to the

12Counter-example: commonly in history, and sometimes even today, we also attribute “intention-
ality” to, for example, phenomena like natural disasters, and try to make sense of their causality as
acts of gods. God entities in this case would be represented in our minds as “intentional” / rational
agents, but maybe we would refrain from putting them into the same ordinary category of “persons”
to which we take ourselves to belong.
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category of persons. And the question of the personal identity would be a hypothesis

about the individual persistence and numerical identity of some particular thing

regarded as a person.

Of course, the intentional stance is but one of the hypotheses in our brains

which could underpin our perception of there being persons in the world. And in

actual fact, as we will see especially in chapter 5 (p. 166), it appears that most of

our brains’ internal models of what persons are and which bundles of phenomena

correspond to persons, are much richer and complex. At most, something like the

intentional stance is but a small part of the notion of personhood.

The essential feature for my thesis of the predictive processing account is that,

under this picture, hypotheses in our brains seem to admit of large degrees of vague-

ness, and also of any degree of logical incoherence and conceptual heterogeneity

(and I will, of course, explore how and why this can be the case in chapter 6, p.

191).

So yes, our brains model the world as featuring a category of entities which

collectively bear the label “persons”, and they represent some of the individual ob-

jects they perceive in the world as members of that category. We consequently

perceive individual things in the world as persons. But the internal models of, and

our linguistic references to, individual instances of this category, our underlying hy-

potheses about of “me”, “her”, “Andrew” and so on, do not appear to consistently

refer to just one kind of thing that is philosophically definable in the first-order

sense. Instead, they appear to inconsistently refer to a number of other plausible

first-order (kinds of) things such animals, “thinking things”, souls, and so on.

From this I conclude that: it is either the case that the notion of persons, as it

is modelled by our brains was never supposed to have coherent positive content and

application; or, it is the case that the notion intends to refer to some other pattern

in the environment which has things like biological animal continuity, psycholo-

gical continuity, and so on, as mere symptoms. The second scenario seems the

more plausible. Even so, it does not therefore follow that there is a corresponding

thing or “real pattern” (as in Dennett, 1991) in the environment to which it refers
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successfully. There could still exist no such things, yet “perceiving” them could

still happen. Predictive processing in our brains would, in principle, allow this to

happen.13

All these second-order facts about the ways in which our brains structure and use

the notions of personhood and personal identity yield my second-order account.

I believe that when taken together, these facts render the notions of person-

hood and personal identity very resistant to further theoretical progress through the

methods that are currently most popular in the philosophical literature: specifically

the approach whereby we try to reduce these notions to just one other (first-order)

metaphysical category such as psychological or biological entities, or even a well-

structured ensemble of such metaphysical criteria.

I believe that this account therefore explains why disagreements in the philo-

sophical literature about the nature of personhood and personal identity have been

intractable so far. And it also predicts that these disagreements will likely remain

intractable so long as we persist with the analytic reductionist methods currently

preferred in the literature on this subject. The second-order picture I propose in Part

II (p. 120) will not give us a prescriptive answer as to when and how “Andrew”

will be “Andrew”. No second-order account can give such answers. But it will ex-

plain, indeed it predicts on independent grounds, why philosophers disagree about

the nature and identity of “Andrew”.

Having said all that, what follows does not in fact preclude definitively the

possibility that a unified first-order definition for personal identity may be articu-

lated in the future. Yet if the analysis I present of the difficulties we have had with

the question of personal identity proves correct, I believe it is more likely that for

13As for why our brains allow this to happen in the way that it does, that is unfortunately a question
where the answers are necessarily much more speculative. One such speculative idea, for example,
is that from an evolutionary point of view, it is beneficial for our success as a species that we should
perceive and think of one another not merely as “another animal just like me” but as “a person like
me”. This kind of speculation is certainly interesting, and may even be enlightening if it is correct.
But in any case, the accuracy of the descriptive account of how our brains work today, in no way
hinges on this complementary speculative commentary on the evolutionary reasons for why they
might have evolved to work in these ways.
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the purposes of having philosophically coherent concepts, we will have to settle for

breaking the notion of personal identity apart into a plethora of first-order, prescript-

ive definitions, each adequate for a separate domain of concern, along the lines of

the heterogeneous concerns that go into the current folk notion of personal identity.

So for example, we might get: the identity of the human animal, the identity of a

continuous stream of consciousness, and so on.

Regardless of which direction our first-order efforts will take in the future,

my proposal implies that philosophical inquiry into this subject would do well to

start from a second-order understanding of why the philosophical debate on the

issue has been so intractable up to the present. And that understanding must come

from an account that will likely take at least the general shape of the second-order

account I present in the latter half of Part II – we must start from: 1) a scientific

understanding of how our brains encode and process notions that explains how it is

that notions can be heterogeneous and indeed internally incoherent – something like

the predictive processing account I explore in chapter 6; and 2) an anthropological

description of what the content of these notions is for the population of humans who

use them, so that we have an accurate empirical understanding of exactly what the

inconsistencies are – a description along the lines of the one attempted by Berniunas

and Dranseika (2016), which I explore in 5.
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Part I

Metaphysical First-order Theories
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The discussion of personal identity in the philosophical literature revolves around

at least two fundamental questions:

1. What is the nature of persons?

2. Under what conditions does a person persist through time?

These questions are linked. On the one hand, the nature of persons will prescribe

the conditions under which an individual person persists through time. On the other,

persistence conditions might be more epistemically available to us or more theor-

etically tractable, and might be a means by which we can infer the nature of the

person.

Attempting to answer the two questions of personal identity may start with the

following basic observations:

1. I take myself to be a person. And you take yourself to be a person.

2. We “seem to be animals. When you eat or sleep or talk, a human animal eats,

sleeps, or talks. When you look in the mirror, an animal looks back at you.

Most ordinary people suppose that we are animals.” (Olson, 2007, p. 23)

3. We seem to be thinking, conscious things.

These observations paint a basic, initial sketch of the field of possibilities of what

the person may be along the following lines:1

1. Something reducible to something else, more fundamental in nature:

(a) something to do with the animal that we seem to be, or some part of it

(e.g. Olson, Snowdon, and more recently, Parfit);2

(b) something to do with our conscious experience, or some aspect of it,

separate and independent of anything about the animal (e.g. Descartes,3

etc.);
1Adapted from an overview in Blatti (2020).
2See p. 28 below.
3E.g. in Descartes (1985).
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(c) something to do with a specific admixture of physical matter and con-

scious experience (e.g. Swinburne4);

2. A fundamental, irreducible entity with its own unique persistence conditions

(e.g. Chisholm,5 Lowe6); Or even

3. “Nothing at all” – a term empty of reference (e.g. Unger7).

4E.g. in Shoemaker and Swinburne (1984).
5E.g. in Chisholm (1976).
6E.g. in Lowe (1996).
7E.g. in Unger (1979).
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Chapter 1

Biology-based Theories

Biology-based theories argue that personal identity is reducible to something about

the animal we “see in the mirror”. Two prominent recent examples of such theories

are:

1. Animalism (e.g. Inwagen 1990; Snowdon 1990, 1991, 1995; and most pro-

lifically, Olson, 1997, 2007, 2009, 2014, 2015a,b, 2016a, etc.); and

2. Derek Parfit’s “narrow, brain-based psychological criterion” (2012), also re-

ferred to as the Brain View.

Here I discuss both these theories and use them to illustrate the insurmountable

shortcomings which explain why biology-based reductionist approaches to personal

identity fail to persuade the majority of folk and philosophers alike. Fundamentally,

the issue is one of mereology: the most plausible ways to define organic objects

such as the animal or the brain also allow for such objects to cease to be organic and

still retain the properties that would make them persons. If the nature of animals and

brains is essentially biological –and plausibly they are–, when the objects cease to

be organic they cease to be animals or brains. Yet, they seemingly remain persons.

If this analysis is correct, biological continuity is therefore not necessary for the

persistence of the person, which consequently implies that the fundamental nature

of the person is not biological even for persons who are presently manifested by

biological entities.
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1.1 Animalism

Most simply, Animalism is the thesis that our fundamental nature is animal. In other

words, when I refer to “myself”, I refer to an animal organism. At this moment in

time, this organism has consciousness as a non-essential property. And, in so far

as it is conscious and active in certain specific ways, it has the property of being a

“person”.

Underpinning this view are two theses:

1. “persons” are not things with their own, independent existence, but rather

“being a person” must be merely a property of some other thing. And

2. the specific thing that I actually am is just the animal that I see in the mirror.

From these two premises it is also concluded that all facts about my personal identity

are therefore facts about the identity of that animal.1

To be able to sustain the first thesis, the notion of thing deployed by Animalists is

very specific. Olson (2009) calls it an “ontologically independent being” – where

“ontologically independent” presumably means that the being in question would

continue to exist independent of anyone’s observations or thoughts on the matter. I

will refer to such a thing as an “entity”. The distinction is as follows: I would apply

the general term “thing” to anything that we might be able to speak about using

language and refer successfully. If so, an “entity” would be a thing which is also a

distinct physical object that has numerical identity over time.

This distinction might be clearer by way of examples: the sky and constel-

lations are things. But at least on most common metaphysical world views they

would not be considered entities. Whereas individual balls, cars and animals would

be “ontologically independent” physical objects and thus entities in this sense.

Olson (2009) illustrates his idea of ”ontological independence” thus:

1Though there is some variation between different Animalists, and the notion I have in mind
when I refer to Animalism throughout this chapter is primarily that of Olson, the characterisation
I have given in these two paragraphs should be an accurate description of the positions of most
mainstream Animalists (e.g. Inwagen 1990; Snowdon 1990, 1991, 1995; Madden 2016; etc.).
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“Think of a knot in a rope. It is not ontologically independent. It cannot

exist without the rope: you can’t take it away in your pocket and leave

the entire rope behind. It is a state or aspect of the rope. The same

goes for events, such as the rope’s gradually wearing out. The rope

itself, though, does not seem to be a state or an aspect of anything else:

nothing appears to stand to the rope as the rope stands to the knot. It

seems to be an ontologically independent being – what metaphysicians

call a substance.” (Olson, 2009, p. 6)

Predictably, this field of metaphysics is hotly contested,2 and there will be many

disagreements about the precise meaning of “thing”, “entity” and “real objects”.

Platonists might, for example, argue that the number 10 is in fact an entity, and so

on. But the naive distinctions I drew here should suffice to illustrate the notion of

“thing” that Animalists have in mind so as to justify why “person” has to be merely

a property of some entity, and cannot be itself an ontologically independent thing.

For Animalists, consciousness and therefore personhood are like the knot:

merely a state or aspect or property of the animal. The only thing with ontological

independence, the rope as it were, is the physical object that produces the conscious

experience, which they maintain is the animal. Animalists would not deny that there

are further questions which are merited and interesting about the conditions which

an animal needs to meet in order to have the property of being a person. However,

they would deny that those further questions have any bearing on the identity and

persistence of the entity referred to as the person.

It may appear somewhat awkward that a rope can have multiple knots, each

distinctly identifiable and apparently capable of sustaining numerical identity over

time, and similarly that a human animal appears capable to sustain multiple per-

sonalities in cases of dissociative identity disorder or some documented instances

of hemispherectomy (a discussion I return to in chapter 2). But Animalists are

committed to denying that anything without the “ontological independence” of the

rope can in fact have numerical identity, even if they appear to have some kind of

2E.g. Gilmore (2018), Rettler and Bailey (2017), etc.
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qualitative distinctiveness and apparent persistence over time.3

To underpin the second thesis that the person that I am must be the animal entity I

see when I look in the mirror, Animalists appeal to the immediate plausibility of this

metaphysical hypothesis: in most cases the human animal is the most immediately

obvious entity I could be referring to when I talk about persons.4

This “immediate plausibility” will be put under pressure most notably by pro-

ponents of the Brain View, and in response to that Animalists will give a more

developed defence of this thesis. But I return to these issues below (p. 42).

If this second thesis is accepted, however, the Animalist account of the entire

vocabulary and usage of notions of personal identity and persistence is that it is

just a case of referring to animal entities by way of one of their properties: per-

sonhood. “(The person) John” refers to one specific animal entity designated with

the shorthand “John”, where the word “John” does not have a numerical dimension,

but indicates merely a qualitative detail of the property “person”. For the Animal-

ist, when we refer to someone as “the person X”, all we could possibly be doing

is identifying and referring to an entity, the animal, by one of its properties, in the

same way we might refer to an entity by its (accidental) properties with the expres-

sion “the red ball”. The latter physical object has the property of being a “ball” and

is furthermore also qualitatively “red”. The former physical object has the property

of being a “person”, and the person furthermore has the distinctive quality of being

“John”.

Olson (2014) offers the following analogy. Consider what a star is. An initial

definition might be: “a star is a luminous object visible in the night sky”. And

indeed, for most of human history that is all we knew a star to be. But a star is not

essentially a light in our night sky. There are stars that are so far away that their light

has not reached us yet, and there are others so faint that their light is undetectable

in the night sky. At most, “a luminous object visible in the night sky” is one non-

3For my part, I don’t quite understand the basis for this (usually) implicit commitment, and as
will be apparent by the end of this chapter, I disagree.

4E.g. Olson (2015a,b).
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essential description of what a star is from our vantage point. Essentially, a star is

an enormous ball of superheated gas which emits light as a consequence of nuclear

fusion occurring in its core. All stars are such massive gas fusion reactors in space,

whether they are visible in our night sky or not.

Olson subsequently proposes that “person” stands in the same relation to “hu-

man animal” as “light in the night sky” stands to “star”. Human persons are not

essentially persons – they are essentially human animals. It is just that those human

animals are often uniquely referred to and identified through their non-essential

property of being such or such a person.

And consistent with that, for Animalists it is also not necessary that personhood

must be the property of some human animal. Their view can be generalised to

hypothetical cases of non-human, non-animal persons. For example, if an Artificial

General Intelligence were a person, then that person would be have the fundamental

nature of an artificial intelligence. Or if some kind of sentient, non-animal alien life

form were a person, this person would have the fundamental nature of its specific

kind of alien life-form (e.g. Olson, 1999).

Consequently, for Animalists, if the nature of persons is necessarily the nature of

the fundamental entity which a person is, then any consideration of the identity of

the person can only refer to the identity of that fundamental entity – because that

fundamental entity is the only thing in the scene that can have numerical identity.

One peculiar consequence of this is that we can say things about what might

happen to a person at some future time when they are no longer a person. Suppose

John is a person now. But we stipulate that one year from now John will have

suffered brain damage that will leave him utterly unable to sustain consciousness

or any kind of volitional activity, and with no possibility that he might ever recover

from that state.5 Will “John” still exist one year from now?

5Throughout this exposition, I am deliberately avoiding inserting my own definitions as to exactly
which properties, activities and potentialities endow some thing with personhood, but I presume,
roughly, that the things I have listed here are commonly assumed to be at least necessary to a being
for that being to be a person. You may prefer to read this paragraph as: Suppose personhood can
be understood in terms of some other properties of your choice – commonly assumed to include
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One year from now, John will no longer display the properties which make

him a person – not even potentially. But we still refer to that entity in the future

as “John”, and at the present moment we can intelligibly say something like “this

person, John, will not be a person one year from now”. For the Animalist, this is

because both “this person” and “John” refer to nothing except an animal: and it will

be the same animal then as it is now.

For its proponents, this is one evident merit of Animalism: it corresponds

neatly to the language we use to describe these kinds of cases.6 And this aspect

of our natural language is taken to be but a surface symptom for deeper intuitions

we have as a community of speakers about the importance of the biological con-

tinuity of the animal body to the persistence of personal identity. It is precisely that

importance that Animalism tries to capture and articulate.7

None of this is to say that there is universal consensus about the nature and per-

sistence conditions of the human animals themselves. In general, Animalists and

detractors alike might agree that the nature and persistence conditions for animals

are the nature and persistence of the animal organism. But beyond that, things may

get more complicated.

Yet Animalists need not and do not deny these issues. So for example, they

would of course acknowledge that in the case of humans, there are a significant

number of diverse microorganisms living in or on a human organism – in fact, ac-

cording to some research, there are at least as many non-human cells in the human

body, as there are cells descended from the zygote created at conception.8 What is

more, most of these cells are not parasites. Rather, they are a functionally integral

consciousness, the capacity to act with intent, etc., but insert your own if you disagree with the
commonly assumed ones. What happens when all those other properties cease to be manifested by
the thing that we refer to now as the person?

6Another example is how we speak of our past as fetuses. I can naturally talk about “when I was
in my mother’s womb”. It is rather less natural to describe that time as “when my body, as a zygote
was in my mother’s womb, before I existed (as a person).”

7Though from this alone it does not follow that as a community of speakers we believe that this
kind of physical, biological continuity is the only thing that is important – as the Animalists argue
we should believe.

8E.g. Sender et al. (2016).
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part of essential biological processes, such as digestion. We live in symbiosis with

them. For this reason, it is not immediately obvious whether we should take these

microorganisms to be an essential part of the nature and identity of the animal, or

whether to insist that they should be properly thought of as external to the entity

that is the animal.

On the other hand, even if we define the limits of the human animal along the

lines of which things are functionally useful for the organism, so that microbiata9

which help essential organic functions belong properly to the organisms, but human

cells descended from the original zygote which harm the organism, such as ma-

lignant cancerous tumours, are not, we might still struggle to draw concrete limits

around the individual organism. What about cells or inorganic matter in the organ-

ism that is inert or neutral with regard to our physiological functions? What about

things that are just outside the individual human body, but which nevertheless aid

some of its physiological functions: for example, the purported role of the body

odours we release which are believed to play a functional role in sexual attraction /

reproduction?10

Individuating a human animal across the passage of time is subject to similar

problems. What is it for such an organism to persist over time, when so many of its

essential functional parts are freely interchangeable, and not part of the lineage of

cell division tracing back to the original zygote? Or when all of the cells which do

trace back their origin to the progenitor zygote suffer some kind DNA degradation

or mutation over time? Or indeed, when a relatively small proportion of, if indeed

any,11 individual human cells last over the entire lifetime of what we take to be one

continuing organism?

These issues are well acknowledged, but the idea here is that at least prima

facie, the notion that animal organisms persist across time is perfectly intelligible

to us. Which human animal is which across a given span of time is one of the least

mysterious aspects of our observable environment. In terms of intelligibility and

9I.e. the non-human cells in our bodies.
10E.g. Grammer et al. (2005).
11This is still disputed territory, but at least some recent studies seem to suggest that even neurons

in the brain are routinely replaced in healthy adults (e.g. Moreno-Jiménez et al. 2019).
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epistemic accessibility, Animalism has undeniable virtues as a theory of personal

identity, regardless of any metaphysical difficulties we might have when we start

digging into the microscopic details.

This is rightly held up as one of the theory’s strengths: even with the complic-

ations, it hugely simplifies the problem of personal identity. The nature question

is settled: a person’s nature is that of whatever underlying entity that has the prop-

erty of “being a person” – in my case, I am a human animal. Thus the persistence

question is no more complicated that the questions of persistence that apply to that

underlying entity. In my case, the questions of my personal identity and persistence

over time will be the same questions as those that apply to the human animal that I

am.

1.1.1 Transfer objections – moving brains

As much as Animalism seems natural and intuitive in certain respects, however, it

does clash with a set of intuitions and considerations which one may call “transfer

objections” (term I take from Blatti, 2020). These suggest that the person that I

am can be “transferred” out of the animal in certain scenarios, “so long as your

memories, beliefs, desires, character traits, etc. are [uniquely] preserved” (idem.).

Examples of such scenarios would typically include notions of life after death

found in certain religious traditions and religion-informed philosophical theories, or

philosophical thought experiments about teleportation (e.g. Parfit, 1984), or about

brain transplantation (e.g. Parfit, 2012).

Life after death beliefs typically rely on considerations exogenous to philo-

sophical enquiry, i.e. revelation and revelation-based theology. For this reason, I

will not address them here.12 Also, teleportation examples require we widen the

metaphysical scope of our discussion beyond biological considerations, and will,

for that reason, be left for later (chapter 3).

12Though I do touch on them in the discussion of Locke’s notion of personal identity in chapter 2,
p. 62 below, because there they did inform his views of personal identity to a large extent, and it
would be difficult to characterise those views without engaging with at least some of these consider-
ations.
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Brain transplant examples, however, remain within the metaphysical scope of

biology-based theories of personal identity, so we will consider their implications

here. These take aim primarily at the second thesis of Animalism that the specific

thing that I am has to be just the animal body that I see in the mirror.

Suppose tomorrow a surgeon puts me under general anaesthetics, removes my brain

from my body, and transplants it into a different body which had its brain already

removed (e.g. Parfit, 1984, 2012; Olson, 2014; etc.). What happens to me in this

scenario?

Many13 Animalists, such as for example Olson, would describe the situation as

me having had an organ, my brain, removed from my head. The brain is but an organ

of an animal body. Maybe not entirely like a kidney as far as its relative importance

to the animal organism is concerned, but just an ordinary organ nonetheless.

Indeed, as far as we can tell, a human animal should be able to survive and

continue to carry out the metabolic processes needed to remain alive if adequate

nutrition is provided to it even when the brain appears permanently damaged or

clinically dead, such as for example in some coma cases. Excising the brain in the

brain transplant should similarity allow for the survival of the same animal body,

which should mean that the excising is of no consequence to the identity of the

animal – and therefore, according to Animalists, of no consequence to any question

of personal identity. If the original animal survives when its brain was removed, I

survive. And if it does not, I die.

One apparent problem, however, is that overwhelmingly, both ordinary non-

philosopher (‘folk’) users of the language (e.g. Nichols and Bruno, 2010) and philo-

sophers (Bourget and Chalmers, 2014) alike, would be inclined to believe that in this

scenario, I get transplanted into a new body along with the brain. Which seems to

imply that I am the brain, or something to do with the brain – not the human animal

organism I see when I look in the mirror as the Animalists believe.

13Though not all. Madden presents an alternative interpretation of the scenario to which I return
below (p. 52).
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But is this divergence between Animalism and commonly held intuitions re-

garding personal identity an actual threat to the Animalist position? After all, it is

entirely possible that both the majority of folk users of the language and the major-

ity of philosophers could be wrong about something, or have intuitions unrelated

to the metaphysical truth of the matter – assuming such a truth already exists, of

course.

The reasons typically invoked by critics of Animalism for believing that I go

with the brain is that when the brain resumes its cognitive function in the new body,

it will have the same patterns of thought that I do now, the same memories, and will

be convinced that they are me, and as much of a person as I am now.

Olson and his fellow Animalists, however, will not be swayed. If what we are

concerned with is a numerical identity relation and the only things capable of sus-

taining such a relation across time in the given scenario are human animals, then

mere qualitative14 affinities between separate episodes of consciousness – interest-

ing as they may otherwise be – are of no metaphysical consequence. Removing the

brain may have rendered a human animal who was a person permanently incapable

of sustaining the conscious activity and the behaviours typical of persons. But noth-

ing about the identity of the fundamental entity, the respective human animal, has

changed. And I will continue to be it.

But the difficulty for the Animalist position here is that on most common meta-

physical world views, a human brain can also be individuated as a thing with nu-

merical identity within my skull right now, and it would obviously be a thing with

numerical identity as it was lifted from my skull and carried over towards the recip-

ient body during the transplant procedure. If the human body counts as an entity on

account of being the kind of thing with “ontological independence” which can have

numerical identity, then so does the brain.

And if the brain is an entity, then the entity I refer to with “I” could have just

been the brain all along. Thinking I was the animal I saw in the mirror may have

14An Animalist would argue that “the same memories” etc. I referred to in the previous paragraph
are “the same” only in the qualitative sense. Numerical identity is a property of “ontologically
independent” “real objects”, and memories are not objects in that sense.
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been a reasonable first hypothesis, but I may have made a mistake by resting on the

first conclusion that came to mind. There are a whole bunch of things about the

bundle of physical matter I see in the mirror that can sustain numerical identity in

their own right, with my brain being but the most obvious alternative to the animal

body as a whole.

What is more, the supposition that I might be the brain is not obviously either ar-

bitrary or contrived. Quite the opposite. Yes, when “I” laugh, an animal laughs,

and when “I” jump, an animal jumps. But that animal only laughs or jumps so long

as it has a brain. Capacities of this kind do not seem essential to persons anyways,

and moreover, all capacities that do necessitate the human animal to manifest move

with the brain just as well as all capacities that are essential for personhood. So if,

in our discussion of personhood and personal identity, we fix our frame of reference

to the faculties that endow an entity with the property of personhood, the transplant

scenario would look less like a case of a human organism losing an organ, the brain,

and more like a case of the brain losing its body.

Indeed, even Olson (2016a) himself is troubled by the fact that all the faculties,

behaviours and so on that endow an animal with personhood are instantiated in or

originated by the brain, and will “go with the brain” when it is removed. Olson’s

presentation of the issue is as follows.

Whatever else we can say about the animal that is left behind, so long as it

lacks a brain, it will not be a person, and will lack the capacity to be a person.

Conversely, that brain carries with it at least the potential of personhood. If we

were to put in a vat of nutrients and hook it up to computer inputs and outputs

wired appropriately, we would expect to get something that bears all the capacities

and behaviours of a person – to the extent to which some of those capacities might

need a specifically human body to manifest, this brain-in-a-vat would only bear

those capacities and behaviours potentially, but essential stuff like consciousness,

ability to self-reflect, ability to communicate with other persons, and so on, would

be actively manifested. What we would get has to count as a person. As per above
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(p. 32), Animalists like Olson grant that things other that human animals can be

persons: e.g. general artificial intelligences, aliens, etc. If those things can have

the property of personhood on account of exhibiting certain behaviours and having

certain capacities, then a suitably connected brain in a vat which exhibits those same

behaviours and has the same capacities, is also a person.15

Following Johnston (2007), Olson uses the term “Remnant-Person” to describe

the state of the brain mid-transfer:

“Roughly, someone is a remnant person at a time just if she is a wholly

organic person but not an organism or a thing constituted by an organ-

ism then, and this condition results from cutting away a portion of a

normal human person” (Olson, 2016a, p. 4)

A disembodied brain mid-transfer meets this definition of a Remnant-Person, but

it is only the extreme end of a spectrum of possibilities. A Remnant-Person would

be produced at any point where the biological ensemble that sustains the cognitive

activities and behaviours proper to a person ceases to be an animal organism, but

nevertheless retains the personal capacities, and should therefore still count as a

person. In Johnston’s original example (2007, pp. 45), he speaks of a head and

neck ensemble that loses its torso, but is kept alive through artificial means: there we

would have an organic bunch of matter that can actively express personal behaviours

in their normal way, yet would fail to qualify as an organism on account of being

unable to survive and maintain homeostatic equilibrium autonomously, having lost

most of the organs necessary for animal metabolic function. But if I am a person

now in virtue of being self-aware and being able to speak, form relationships with

other persons, and so on, then so is that head and neck ensemble.

But then if my neck was also hacked away, I should still be a person. Do I

need a mouth? Plenty of people have lost substantial parts of their mouths, and

along with it the ability to speak. Surely they are still persons. Do I need ears? We
15Also, if things other that human animals can also be persons, surely that implies that there

are no essential capacities and behaviours of persons which necessitate having a human body. We
are therefore allowed to stipulate that the vat-plus-computer ensemble can enable all the essential
capacities and behaviours of persons, so there shouldn’t be any controversy that the brain-plus-vat-
plus-computer thing is also a person.
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would not propose that people who lost their ears, or indeed their sense of hearing

are no longer persons. Same with eyes and sight. Same with the bony skull. We

even know of people who lost substantial parts of their brains and who are still,

so far as anyone can tell, fully fledged persons. So not even a whole brain seems

essential. Yet in the transplant scenario we do get a whole brain which is stipulated

to survive, and then that brain gets attached to whatever else it needs to manifest its

capacity for personal behaviours in full. That should count as a person.

The point of the Remnant-Persons example remains that, so far as we can tell,

a bunch of matter can cease to be an organism, and therefore cease to be an an-

imal, while it continues to maintain the capacities and behaviours characteristic of

personhood. Olson is troubled by this because it implies that this entity therefore

remains a person, even though the fundamental nature of the entity that the person

seemingly referred to has transformed from animal to something that is not an an-

imal. In other words, in this example it looks like the person has persisted, even as

the animal has not.

From this alone it does not immediately follow that I am identical with the

Remnant-Person we suppose the brain to be mid-transplant. But if the Remnant-

Person is indeed a person, and they are not me, then they must be some new person.

And it seems this new person has been created at a discrete point in time by remov-

ing tissue from a previous person.

For both Johnston (2007, pp. 47) and Olson (2016a, p. 5), this would violate

what they call the creation principle: “the attractive principle that you cannot bring

a person into being merely by cutting away harmless tissue” (idem.).

Olson then further develops this line of thought by observing that the converse

process is equally problematic. When the brain is finally inserted into the skull of

the recipient animal, the non-human Remnant-Person would be destroyed and once

more a human person comes into being. This would then violate what Olson calls

the destruction principle: “the attractive principle that you cannot destroy a person

merely by supplying her with sustaining tissues” (2016a, p. 6).

Olson concedes he is troubled by the implications of the Remnant-Person ex-
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ample, and struggles to mount a convincing response. He lists a number of possible

replies: he considers the notion that the mid-transplant separate brain and original

body could be some kind of “scattered animal” (p. 9); or that when the brain is

removed from it, the original animal remains a thinking thing and a person by per-

forming thought remotely in its removed brain (p. 10); or, failing that, perhaps there

are other independent reasons to believe that the removed brain is not an entity with

its own numerical identity (“brain eliminativism”, p. 13), so I cannot therefore

survive as it. If any of those are true, then this would, in his view, preempt the pos-

sibility that I might have been the brain all along, and we would then be compelled

to default to the view that I am still the human animal.

But this is very awkward: he and other Animalists lean heavily on the suppos-

ition that Animalism shines above other theories of personal identity on its immedi-

ate plausibility. Yet there is nothing immediately plausible about scattered animals,

or telekinetic ones. Or indeed, at least at first sight, the view that brains are not

things with numerical identities.16

Olson concedes this point, saying “these proposals are a bit wild, and I wish

I had a better one” (2016a, p. 14). His only retort is that similar or more acute

problems also plague the alternative views. The latter point is true, and I attend to

those problems throughout Part I of this thesis. But just because you have shown

one alternative view to be similarly problematic to your own does not therefore

mean that your proposal is any more likely. All views being compared could be

simultaneously wrong.

Before we attend to the problems with the other theoretical approaches to per-

sonal identity, however, the questions raised by the Remnant-Persons most imme-

diately suggest that I am not the animal, but rather that I go where the brain goes.

A disembodied brain is by most common accounts of object individuation an entity

with numerical identity; and, as far as anyone can tell, that brain retains the capacity

to be the normal locus and cause of all the behaviours and capacities we associate

with personhood. If that is granted, then perhaps the following facts also become

16C.f. Inwagen (1990). I return to this below.
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relevant: when given the opportunity to manifest some of those person-specific fac-

ulties, say, introspection, that “Remnant-Person” would presume that they were me.

They would retain at least the capacity to exercise all my person-specific faculties,

for example if it is given an appropriate new body. Most importantly of all, per-

haps, they would be able to do so for the same reason I am able to do so now, before

the transplant: we have the same brain. We are linked not merely by qualitative

similarity, but by stemming from the same normal physical processes in the same

numerically identical entity, which has persisted throughout the transplant process

– the brain.

1.2 The Brain View

The simplest and most immediately plausible description of what has happened in

the transplant case is that I have gone with the brain. And if I go with my brain, it

would seem that I am not an animal.17

This should be especially apparent when we stipulated that the empty-headed

body left behind survives. That body would seemingly continue its “organic life”,

but lacking a cortex it will not be able to be a person.18 Conversely, the brain

which gets moved around has, either actually or potentially, all my person-specific

faculties, it has them for the same reason I have them now, namely it creates them

and is the locus of their persistence through time.

Now, if I go with the brain, then I may be either the brain itself, or something

else to do with it.19 The Brain View is that I am the brain itself.

The Brain View articulated in this way is most clearly defined in the Animalist liter-

ature itself – e.g. Olson (2016a). Yet the view is most famously attributed to Derek

Parfit (2012). For his part, however, Parfit’s “narrow, brain-based psychological

17At least unless the whole animal goes with the brain, again, as argued by Madden (2016). See
below (p. 52).

18See e.g. Olson (2016b) for this assertion.
19An example of this something else would be the “active psychology” that the brain sustains and

which psychological criterion theorists appeal to.
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criterion” of personal identity is in fact intended to be quite a distinct proposal:

“If some future person would be uniquely psychologically continuous

with me as I am now, and this continuity would have its normal cause,

enough of the same brain, this person would be me. If some future

person would neither be uniquely psychologically continuous with me

as I am now, nor have enough of the same brain, this person would not

be me. In all other cases, there would be no answer to the question

whether some future person would be me. But there would be nothing

that we did not know.” (Parfit, 2012, p. 6-7)

Note Parfit’s differing emphasis. We have arrived at considering the Brain View

coming from Animalism. Parfit has arrived here coming from the Psychological

Continuity Criterion of personal identity.20 So from the properties and behaviours

associated with persons, here Parfit emphasises the “psychology”.

Nevertheless, it should be prima facie evident that Parfit’s view as expressed

in the quote is not a Brain View per se. Rather, it is a psychological criterion of

personal identity plus an extra non-psychological, but biological criterion based on

brain continuity.

The reason why Animalists read this as a Brain View21 owes to the metaphys-

ical commitments explained above. For them, psychological phenomena are not

“ontologically independent” – for Olson they are to the brain as the knot is to the

rope.22 They cannot produce an “ontologically independent” entity, not least be-

cause they themselves need there to be a causally prior entity to produce them. So

when we talk of psychology, behaviours and so on, Animalists believe we can only

be referring to the entity which produces them. The initial thought was that that

would be the animal, but if the insights garnered from the brain transplant scenario

are indicative, that entity would perhaps more likely be the brain.23

20Which I tackle in the next chapter (p. 62).
21E.g. Olson (2015b).
22See Olson (2009, p. 6), as quoted above (p. 29).
23Note that even if challenged on the point that animals are the most likely entity to be referred

to by the property of “person”, Animalists would likely remain adamant on their prior metaphysical
commitment that persons cannot be “ontologically independent” beings.
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If we take this articulation of the Brain View as read, what responses are available

to the Animalist? One possible response, alluded to above (p. 41), is denying that

the brain is an entity in the sense demanded as necessary by Animalists. Olson (e.g.

2016a, p. 14) has alluded to, and seems to be favourable to, Inwagen’s (1990) pro-

position that “particles compose something if and only if their activities constitute a

biological life,” in his discussion of “brain eliminativism”. Under this view, some-

thing like a corpse is not the same as the animal because the particles that make

up the corpse are not engaged in “activities” which constitute a “biological life”.

Indeed, the corpse would not be an entity at all. And by the same measure, since the

activities of the brain would not constitute a whole biological life by themselves,

and they are externally dependent on all the other activities of an animal body, for

Inwagen this implies that the brain is also not an entity in its own right.

So does the inability to survive disembodied have bearing on the brain being

an entity with numerical identity in its own right? Prima facie this seems like the

kind of exotic proposition Animalists should reject as not immediately plausible.

But I suppose once we have yielded to the Animalist that the nature and per-

sistence conditions of persons have to be the nature and persistence conditions of

the underlying entities, it was always likely that we might have to arbitrate between

the plausibility of different candidates for the “relevant entity” on the basis of how

these candidates are constituted and individuated. So let us briefly consider how

animals and brains might or might not be entities.

1.2.1 Individuating animals and brains

As far as individuating the relevant entities goes, what an Animalist is looking for

is a notion of individuation which prescribes that the fetus in the womb and the old

human are the same entity across time. The Brain View proponent too, will want a

notion of individuation which allows for the early developing brain in the fetus in

the womb to be the same entity as the brain of the old man. The question is whether

the Animalist can get a notion of nature and individuation, and consequently of
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persistence, that simultaneously excludes the Brain Theorist from individuating the

brain by the same principles.24

Let us begin with animals. How do we individuate an animal? Given their other

metaphysical commitments, it seems that Animalists should be physicalist realists

(as suggested by Madden, 2015).25 This is to say that human beings are presumed

to be “ordinary objects”, where ordinary objects are understood to be “composed”

from smaller bits of physical matter (pp. 78). This should be quite uncontroversial

under modern assumptions of scientific realism.

At least at first sight this would appear to endorse a compositionalist thesis

about the metaphysics of objects that “the metaphysically basic or fundamental

characterisation of an ordinary object specifies the way in which the thing is built

up from its parts” (Madden, 2015, pp. 78).

From the perspective of compositionalism, we would understand a human be-

ing as a collection of certain parts arranged in a certain way. Depending on the

chosen degree of granularity, that can be organs arranged in a certain way, cells

arranged in a certain way, or atoms arranged in a certain way, etc. But the com-

position of organs and cells would be under question in a similar way to how the

composition of the whole human organism is under question because they too are

organic composites, so we would probably want to default to the relatively safe level

of atoms as the fundamental level for our compositional grounding.26

So then, what makes one specific set of atoms a human animal? Unfortunately,

by itself, the basic thesis of compositionalism does not appear to make any positive

prescriptions about when a bunch of parts actually amount to an ordinary object.

When we look at an ordinary object as a given, it is trivial to observe that it is made

of smaller physical parts. But when we instead start from the parts and we begin

24My project on personal identity is quite some distance away from a project of developing an
independent first-order account of the individuation of physical entities, or of biological entities. As
such, my treatment of what follows will be necessarily short, and to a certain extent, naive. But for
my purposes here, I believe this level of discussion should suffice.

25Brain View proponents would presumably also want to be physicalist realists.
26Even though we could go deeper into sub-atomic physics, there would seem to be no gain from

doing so.
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“composing” them together, there is nothing in that basic thesis of compositional-

ism which tells us when we will have arrived at an ordinary object and can stop

adding more parts. Without any extra thesis about when we have just the right set

of atoms to have any specific ordinary object, compositionalism cannot give us a

human animal. And by the very same measure, it also cannot give us something

like a brain either.

This problem of compositionalism is very familiar in the philosophical literat-

ure on mereology,27 though it is usually presented as “the Problem of the Many”,

and it plays on the heap-like behaviour of sets of atoms.28 This problem can be

illustrated as follows:29 I would presume that there is one human being currently

sitting in my chair, typing this up. And you would agree. This commits both of us

to the following claims about the situation:

1. existence: there is at least one human being here in my chair; and

2. sparseness: there is no more than one human being here.

Compositionalism clashes immediately with the presumption of sparseness. There

are zillions of sets of atoms arranged in the shape of a human being in the chair, each

one differing from the next by as little as a single atom. And nothing in composi-

tionalism can tell us why one atom can make a difference such that there is exactly

one set of atoms that composes the human being in the chair, while the next set

which differs by one atom plus or minus cannot equally compose a human being.

Lacking any extra criterion or prescription as to why only one set of the multitude of

candidate sets actually compose me, we cannot justify the sparseness presumption

that there is only one human animal sitting in the chair.

This is aggravated when we consider the diachronic identity of the human be-

ing in the chair as well. It is part of the normal existence of animals through time

that, as biological organisms, they metabolise and thus exchange atoms with the

environment. So even if one could justify a thesis as to how the synchronic identity
27E.g. Madden (2015), Jones (2015), Inwagen (1990), etc.
28For a recent detailed discussion of the infamous Sorites Paradox, see e.g. Hyde and Raffman

(2018).
29The following presentation continues to draw on the exposition of the issues in Madden (2015).
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of the animal can be tied to just one set of atoms, it certainly cannot be the case that

the diachronic identity of the animal can be tied to just that set of atoms.

This then suggests that the identity of the animal cannot reduce to sets of atoms.

The sets which could compose the human animal in the chair are abundant (e.g.

Lewis, 1993) in a way that we have presumed that the human being is not.

And this conclusion can be generalised: sets of atoms do not compose “ordin-

ary objects” in general. But if composition from parts were the only way to give a

“metaphysically fundamental characterisation” of objects on the one hand, and sets

of parts do not compose ordinary objects on the other, it would appear that there

cannot even exist a human being in the chair – contradicting our first presumption

of existence as well.

So to salvage the presumption of existence, what yields the fact that there is

this human being there in the chair must be something other than the composition

of raw parts of matter that make it up in a given moment.

A more likely way to get both the existence and the sparseness we expect from our

ordinary objects is to look at how and why we in fact perceive them as both existent

and sparse.

One plausible approach to how to do this would be that outlined by Madden

(2015). He proposes that ordinary objects, including animals like human beings,

should be understood to be constituted or individuated “nomologically”.

Madden argues that when it comes to ordinary objects, “it is optional to explain

what [they] fundamentally are in terms of their composition from parts.” (pp. 87)

Instead, what appears to be necessary is that “we recognize [...] lawlike generaliza-

tions, of biology, mechanics, folk-psychology, geology, and other special sciences.

These true lawlike generalizations mention the individual activity and properties of

the objects in question, rather than their composition from parts.” (idem.)

Or more directly, he defines his “nomological conception” of ordinary objects

as:

“The metaphysically basic characterization of an ordinary kind of ob-
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ject states the lawlike activity of things of that kind.”

(Madden, 2015, pp. 87)

Madden (pp. 90) also nods towards Dennett’s (1991) notion of “real patterns” to

illustrate what he has in mind. The overall idea is that both the existence and the

identity of “ordinary objects” does not reduce to the parts they are made of30 but

instead they are to be understood in terms of the regular “behaviour” they exhibit.

A similar idea can also be found in Jones (2015),31 who defines of objects as things

which can endure pre-specified kinds of structural change, as they traverse con-

tinuous spacetime paths. Madden does not explicitly talk about spacetime paths in

this way, but I take it that his “regular behaviours” would probably presuppose this

kind of spatio-temporal adjacency, so explicitly stating this typical aspect of object

persistence here is probably of value.

So objects would be things which exhibit certain kinds of regular (or “law-

like”, or “nomological”) behaviours “typical” of the (kind of) object they are, tra-

versing, as Jones puts it, continuous spacetime paths. Specifically in the case of

organisms this would be normally called “physiology”, but I use the more general

term “behaviour” so as to include dynamic ordinary objects that are inorganic.32

Thus the idea is that a turtle is not a turtle because it is made of a specific

set of atoms, and not even because some set of atoms are statically arranged in a

specific way. A turtle is a turtle because it behaves like an organism in general, like

an animal, like a turtle, and ultimately most specifically because it behaves like the

individual turtle that it is.

At the very least, any notion of organic entities that wants to account for their

persistence through time must accommodate behaviours like growth and ageing.

Those are non-negotiable. Then, any such such notions must account for the relat-

ively stable and predictable behaviours of individual entities in their environment.

We can then debate about how specific the “lawlike”-ness of these behaviours needs

30At any level of abstraction, from organs to atoms, to sub-atomical particles.
31Published the same year as Madden’s paper, so it seems that these two efforts were made in

parallel, and the two authors might not have been aware of each other’s work.
32Not least because I will appeal to the persistence of certain formerly organic entities as inorganic

ones later on in this chapter (p. 54).
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to be, and which behaviours are essential and which merely accidental to the iden-

tity of any given entity under this picture, but such debates would be no different to

the debates around which properties of (ordinary) objects are essential and which

are accidental. So none of that should detract from the plausibility of this proposal,

as it stands.

It should be noted at this point that one can look at the nomological proposition

in one of two ways: either as a normative first-order metaphysical proposal of what

normal objects actually are; or as a second-order, descriptive epistemic proposal of

how human brains perceive normal objects. If I read him correctly, Madden seems

like he might be trying to offer this account as a normative metaphysical proposal

– as a way we should be thinking about what objects actually are. Conversely, I

do not read Dennett (1991) to be making the same normative metaphysical claim.

Instead I read Dennett to be saying that real patterns probably exist, but that, in any

case, perceiving patterns and bundles of phenomena as “objects” is something that

our brain does – and would potentially do, even if no patterns really existed.

I do not think that for my purposes here I need to endorse the “nomological

conception” as a true first-order metaphysical account for the individuation of or-

dinary objects at this stage, so I will remain agnostic about the existence and ontolo-

gical significance of real patterns. What is sufficient for my presentation here, and

what seems to me to be true about this picture, is that this is how we, in our minds,

bundle together phenomena into “objects”. And we maintain that such “objects”

persist through time just so long as the phenomena bundled in this way “behave” in

predictable, “law-like”, regular ways.

Now, this, as a second-order picture, is also an empirical hypothesis. I could be

just factually wrong to think that object individuation works like this in our minds.

And certainly this kind of hypothesis could do with further empirical study to cor-

roborate or to disprove. But given that compositionalism cannot produce ordinary

objects, and this gives us a perfectly plausibly and reasonable description of how

we perceive ordinary objects, I will at this stage propose that this is the best way to

think about ordinary objects, until some alternative normative first-order metaphys-
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ical theory can do better.

Unfortunately for the Animalist, however, under this picture of the individu-

ation of ordinary objects, objects like animal organisms and objects like animal

organs seem like they should have the same kinds of criteria for individuation and

persistence: the maintenance of “regular behaviour” – even if the ways in which

one might understand and define “regular behaviour” can be contested. So if the

animal is an entity by this account, the brain should be as well.

From here, there two possible avenues for the Animalist to dissent. The first one is

to somehow argue that the “regular behaviour” of the brain cannot individuate an

entity in the same way that the “regular behaviour” of the animal organism can. The

Animalist will, in this case, need to argue that the “regular behaviour” of the animal

is somehow special.

As I alluded above, Inwagen (1990) is quoted by Olson (2016a, p. 14) as an

example of this approach. According to Inwagen, the only kind of behaviour that

can individuate composite entities has to be functioning which “constitutes a life”.

Formally this position would be stated as:

for any set of material parts, there is a further composite object / entity

made of those parts, if and only if the collective activity of the parts

constitutes a life.

So unicellular organisms are entities, and whole multicellular organisms are entities,

but at least according to Olson’s reading of Inwagen, organs are not.

But this view has extremely revisionist consequences. When balls, cars and

sticks cease to be entities, we end up in a starkly different metaphysical world than

the one we thought we inhabited. We would be very far from the world of immediate

plausibility that Olson had previously pleaded for, and it would certainly be a world

unrecognisable to the “folk”.

Moreover, such a view can also be rejected on the principled grounds that the

capacity to maintain homeostasis as emphasised by Olson seems to be an arbitrary

and implausible requirement for individuation.
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By this logic, for example, parasitic organisms, which by definition are not

homeostatically autonomous and cannot sustain themselves except as dependants

of other organisms, are not entities at all. My tapeworm is not an entity – merely

a “virtual object”! The same would be the case with symbiosis: neither the algae

nor the fungi in lichen would be real entities. Only the lichen taken together. This

despite the fact that the algae and the fungi in the lichen have such dramatically

different evolutionary origins, and their evolutionary forerunners would have been

capable of sustaining homeostasis independently. In this case, the formerly real ob-

jects of fungi and algae would have evolved themselves into being “virtual objects”.

More fundamentally, even in the best case scenario of homeostatic autonomy,

an organism’s capacity to maintain homeostasis is very much contingent on other

environmental factors, from temperature and presence of moisture, to the availabil-

ity of other organisms to eat, to social and ecological dependence on other organ-

isms. While the capacity to maintain homeostatic balance, might seem like a special

kind of behaviour which can afford some kind of principled separation between the

individual organism and the rest of the environment, the fact of the matter is that

this kind of behaviour is just as contingent on the environment being “just right”, as

the functioning on the brain is contingent on the rest of the body functioning “just

right”. I do not see how the kind of dependence that a cell in a multicellular organ-

ism has on its neighbouring cells, or the kind of dependence that an organ has on the

other organs in an organism, is fundamentally metaphysically distinct from the kind

of dependence a worker bee has on the rest of the hive; or the kind of dependence

that a helpless human infant has on other humans for its survival; or indeed, the kind

of dependence that life on earth has on the presence of water to serve as a chem-

ical solvent for all the chemical processes that constitute it. Homeostasis therefore

does not appear to me to come with any extra “magic” such that it alone might be

the only kind of “behaviour” capable of individuating macroscopic objects. It is

an arbitrary choice with the counter-intuitive consequence that the overwhelming

majority of things you believed were real objects, are in fact, not objects at all.

The second, more promising, option available to the Animalist is to argue that
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most of the function that drives the defining, individuating “behaviour” of the an-

imal is actually localised in the brain, such that in the brain transplant case, it is

not merely the brain that is moved, but in fact the entire animal. This has been ar-

gued most recently, for example, by Madden (2016), though, interestingly enough,

Inwagen (1990, Chapter: “Brain Transplants”) himself also originally argued that

I go with the brain for this reason, despite Olson’s appeal to his picture of object

individuation to argue that I do not. Here I will engage Madden’s presentation as a

more recent and more developed version of this thesis, but it should be noted that

Madden’s view is a successor of Inwagen’s.

1.3 Brain-based Animalism

So it would seem that the most immediately plausible metaphysical criterion of what

gives an animal its identity and persistence conditions is the persistence of certain

kinds of behaviour, i.e. of organic functioning proper to its kind. If that is the case,

then by the same measure, what would give the brain its identity and persistence

conditions would correspondingly be the persistence of functioning proper to its

kind.

Yet defining animals and other organic entities in terms of their “functioning”

does not automatically solve all problems. For example, an immediate issue is that

whether we are talking about animals or brains, this functioning can be intermittent.

I go to bed every night and when I do, those parts of brain function we normally as-

sociate with personal capacities are temporarily suspended during deep, non-REM

sleep. Others have experienced clinical death and their bodies have temporarily

ceased to perform organic function, only to be revived with defibrillation, for ex-

ample. Yet we would not take these examples of cessation of functioning to be

problematic to anyone’s identity.

Then, the capacities and behaviours that characterise that “functioning proper

to kind” can change over time. As I have grown older, I have gained many and

probably lost some capacities typical of persons. As I will get to advanced old age,

I am likely to lose increasingly many capacities, or at least degrees of capacities:
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my perception will grow duller, my memory fainter and so on.

Nevertheless, it appears to me that overall Madden has to be correct in his

argument that behaviour or functioning, whatever its precise metaphysical defini-

tion might be, and however we work around the issues of intermittence and loss of

performance over time, is the most plausible description of what is essential to the

nature of organic entities. Both of the biology-based entities we have considered

as plausible candidates to be the thing that I am, that is both the animal and the

brain, seem most plausibly defined as entities in their own right on the basis of their

functioning.33

This, however, allows for an ingenuous reconciliation between the Animalist

and the Brain Theorist positions in response to the brain transplant scenario. Rory

Madden argues in Human Persistence (2016) that the functioning that would define

the animal that Olson argues I am, and the functioning that would define the brain

that a Brain Theorist would argue I am, are overlapping so extensively that one

could reasonably argue that in a fundamental sense, they are the performance of

the very same functioning, and that therefore they may well both, simultaneously

define the thing, the same entity, I refer to when I speak of myself.

I am a human person. In virtue of that, “function proper to my kind” includes

a wide array of behaviours, from specific kinds of motion to specific kinds of di-

gestion. But also, under any reasonable understanding of “function proper” to the

human “kind”, a wide set of behaviours that we might call “cognitive”.34 Cognitive

function is but another organic function of the human organism – a function that is

intrinsically linked to the survival of the typical individual human, as well as the

survival of the human species in its evolutionary niche.

This yields an alternative way to conceptualise Animalism. Thus, I am a hu-

man animal. A human animal is a specific kind of biological entity. Biological

entities have as part of their essence a persistent functional behaviour – for there is

nothing else physical about the organism that would persist for the entirety of its

33Indeed, it seems likely that we will characterise personhood and personal identity in terms of
behaviour even in theories outside of the biology-based – I return to this below (p. 54).

34Including the subset of cognitive activities which might give rise to active psychology.
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lifespan. A disproportionately large part of the function proper to a human being is

generated and sustained by the human brain. So, at the very least, a disproportion-

ately large part of what is essential to the animal is functioning proper to the brain

– the cognitive processing that goes into coordinating the myriad organic functions

of other parts of the body, as well as into the decisions about how I engage with the

external environment.

This alternative conception of Animalism produces a different prescription as

to how we should characterise what happens in the brain transplant scenario. Mad-

den (2016) argues, persuasively, that the functioning we call “cognitive” that is par-

tially proper to human animals and fully proper to the brain, in fact constitute the

largest part, and the part that is most relevant to the identity of a human animal as

a whole. Thus when the brain gets moved around, the largest part of the persistent

function of a human animal gets moved around with it, and indeed a sufficient part

to compel us to say that the animal moves around with it. In the brain transplant

scenario, the whole animal that I am goes with the brain.

Yes, by losing its initial body, the animal would lose, at least temporarily, some

function typical of animals. But though typical, it turns out that that function was

not essential – at least not for the preservation of the animal’s identity.

1.3.1 A new transfer objection – moving function across phys-

ical substances: The “Brain of Theseus”

The peculiar thing about functioning and behaviour, however, is that they do not

appear to be essentially tied to the underlying bits of matter that (causally) support

them. Indeed, the reason why the continuous functioning of an organism along

a continuous spacetime path is such a good candidate for the sufficient cause of

the temporal persistence of that organism, is precisely because it endures through

the exchange of atoms between the organism and the environment that is normal

and necessary for the animal’s metabolism. What we need from any criterion of

persistence for organisms is that the identity of any organism is not dependent on

which specific atoms of carbon go where, or which specific atoms of oxygen go
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where, etc. The only thing that needs to persist through time is the organism, not

the bits of matter that compose it at any given time, and defining the nature and

persistence of the organism in terms of its functioning gives us exactly that.

Thus the essential feature of this “functional definition” we provided for or-

ganisms is that this functioning is substrate independent, which is to say that the

its nature and persistence are separate of the nature and persistence of the underly-

ing bits of matter that compose it. And fortunately, this also coheres well with the

ordinary understanding of functioning or behaviour as abstracted away from the

matter that causally enables those behaviours.

But this then enables a new “transfer objection” to Madden’s functionally

defined brain-centred animalism. Suppose Madden is right and a lot of the non-

cognitive animal function proper to me is not essential to my identity. And let me

simplify the scenario to just its pivotal features: suppose only cognitive function

which happens in the brain is essential to my identity so that we are setting aside

all the difficulties we have in drawing the distinction lines between non-cognitive

and cognitive function in the brain, and between cognitive function that happens

exclusively in the brain and cognitive function that might extend to other parts of

the body. Our scientific understanding of brain function does not yet fully map all

of the brain’s complexities, all the different levels of functioning and behaviour that

individual neurons and their networks perform, or indeed, despite great progress

that has been made in the Neural Correlates of Consciousness research programme,

how it is that the brain can give rise to conscious experience (i.e. the Hard Problem

of Consciousness35).

Regardless, despite the mysteries surrounding the apparent emergence of con-

sciousness from the seemingly inert matter that composes the brain, as far as the

physical characterisation of these behaviours goes, there does not seem to be any-

thing inherently mysterious or scientifically inaccessible about brain function: all

we have is neurons and neuro-chemistry, which behave in empirically accessible

ways.36 Under scientific materialist assumptions, the functioning that is essential to

35E.g. Chalmers (1995, 2007)
36At least in principle.
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my identity can only possibly emerge from, at the lowest level, neurons and neuro-

chemistry behaving in just the right way.

Then, in so far as a neuron is taken to be a physically closed system, there

should be nothing in principle to stop other purely physical things, like for example

some inorganic construct, to work in a functionally isomorphic way (Chalmers,

1995) to the neuron and to therefore to perform the exact same behaviour in a

brain-like neural network. If a neuron can receive electrical impulses as input via

dendrites and produce an electrical impulse as output via its one axon, as a func-

tion of its inherent electrical resistance which can be independently modulated by

neurochemicals, there is no obvious, principled reason why an alternative inorganic

construct cannot have similar interfaces for input and output, and be designed to

produce the same outputs from the same inputs.

What is more, such inorganic synthetic neurons have already been produced.37

Sure, it is unlikely that the currently produced synthetic neurons are perfect func-

tional isomorphs to our own biological neurons – at the very least we do not know

whether we have fully understood all the behaviours of individual human neurons

which are functionally relevant to the overall cognitive functioning of the system.

But from what we know and currently believe about brain function, there is no

reason why a complete understanding of all the relevant behaviours of the human

neuron should not ultimately be translatable into us being able to produce a precise,

functionally isomorphic synthetic neuron.

Now suppose that we replace all the biological neurons in my brain with syn-

thetic ones, over some period of time, one by one, such that the continuous cognitive

functioning of my brain is never interrupted or otherwise perturbed from its typical

behaviour – and we do so within my current skull. So long as the synthetic neur-

ons successfully replicate all the relevant behaviours for cognition that a biological

neuron exhibits, this process should in no way alter the functioning of the larger

neuronal structure, and thus, at the end of the process, there should have been no

alteration to the overall functioning we have supposed to be essential to my identity.

37E.g. Simon et al. (2015)
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Just like the Ship of Theseus remains functionally the same boat through it having

all its planks replaced, my brain has remained functionally the same as its neurons

have been progressively replaced.

Yet something is different here. Though the cognitive functioning that Madden

and I would suppose is essential to my identity has been preserved, the brain has

ceased to be an organic thing, and it is now a synthetic thing. In order for some-

thing to be organic, certain biological chemistry behaviours need to occur to sustain

homeostatic balance for the cells involved in it. Our synthetic neurons will have

done away with those organic behaviours: they have no need for glucose or oxygen

to sustain any internal metabolism like biological neurons do.

If it is the case that a brain is essentially a biological thing in virtue of being an

organ, then the transition of the cognitive apparatus to a medium made of synthetic

neurons will have affected the identity of the brain. But even if that were the case,

has the transition of the cognitive functioning from its original biological medium

to a synthetic medium also affected my identity? This is a question of whether the

function we have said is essential to my identity is also sufficient for my identity

or not. If the function alone is also sufficient, then I have survived despite the fact

that the underlying medium which sustains the function has changed from being a

biological organ to being a synthetic thing. If function alone is not sufficient, then I

will have ceased to exist at some point during the transition to the synthetic medium.

But now if an Animalist wishes to argue that I have not survived, on what

grounds would that be the case? If the preservation of the cognitive functioning is

not the sufficient condition for my persistence, then what is? The identity of partic-

ular atoms has already been ruled out. And the loss of lower level cellular function

is metaphysically the same as the loss of other organic and metabolic function I

suffered when my brain was moved from its initial body: it is the same kind of low

level animal biological function which Madden argued was not essential in the brain

transplant scenario. If I survive and go with the brain in the transplant scenario, I

should, for the very same reasons, survive the transition to a synthetic brain. I do

not think that this retort is available to an Animalist, and certainly not to one who is
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also a single-substance materialist like Madden.

The more promising response, available to Madden in particular, would be to

argue that: in the same way that the animal and the Remnant Person are not two

different entities, but rather they are the same entity, the same animal, where it just

turned out that certain aspects of animal physiology were not essential to its survival

during the brain transplant scenario, well, by exactly the same logic, the biologically

composed brain and the synthetically composed “brain-like thing” in my example

also are not two different entities. They are the same entity, but it just turns out that

the biological parts of its functioning were not essential for my persistence through

time, all along. Through both “transfers”, both the brain transplant and the synthetic

transition, it is the very same entity that has survived. But would an Animalist then

want to argue that this entity is the very same. . . “animal”?

1.4 A different entity

The issue with concluding that the synthetically composed “brain-like thing” after

the Brain of Theseus scenario is the same animal as I was originally is that it would

stretch the meaning of the word ”animal” beyond all recognition. I would assume

that biological function is essential to animals. I take this to be the consensus view

among both folk and philosophers alike.38 So I do not see how the view that the

animal has survived the Brain of Theseus scenario is tenable, even if I can accept

that the animal could have survived the brain transplant scenario. Nevertheless, I

would be minded to think that I have survived. And if that is the case, then I cannot

be and never was the animal to begin with – or indeed the brain, for that matter.

How is it possible that I have survived, even as neither the animal nor the brain

has?

Throughout the foregoing exposition, it appears we can, and should, distin-

guish between two separate kinds of functioning, seemingly not essentially linked

to, or dependent on, each other:

38This is evidently an empirical claim, so it should be independently verified.
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1. “Lower” level, biological function such as is essential to the definition of,

say, a bacterium. A bacterium is not a bacterium unless the matter which

constitutes it is performing some biological function. Similarly, an animal

is only an animal so long as it performs such lower function: the animal is

defined as a multicellular eukaryotic organism. And a brain is only a brain

so long as it performs this lower biological function as well, since it too is

(presumably) essentially organic in virtue of being an organ.

2. “Higher” level, cognitive function such as is necessary to effectuate the those

capacities and behaviours we take to be essential to personhood, that at least

in humans supervenes on the biological function of the animal and of the

brain. But so far as we can tell, this higher level function should be abstracted

away from, and indifferent to, the lower level biological function, in the same

way that the biological function is indifferent to the identity of the arbitrary

atoms which sustain it. In principle, this function should just as easily super-

vene on non-biological neurons, and perhaps, even on virtualised neurons in

classical, von Neumann, silicone-based processing machines.39

If biological function can instantiate an entity, I do not see any reason why the

higher level, cognitive function should not also be able to instantiate a metaphysical

entity on its own. And this now is a principled reason to reject thesis 1 of Animal-

ism that “persons” are not things with their own, independent existence, but rather

“being a person” must be merely a property of some other thing. It seems to me

that by the same principle by which biological function is sufficient for the instan-

tiation and individuation of an animal or of a brain, cognitive function has to also

be sufficient for the instantiation and individuation of a person. The person that I

am at the moment is sustained by the human animal body I supervene on, but I am

not essentially that human animal. I am (part of) the functioning and behaviour that

the animal does, seemingly associated with the cognitive part in particular, but this

39There are arguments to suggest that such function could not occur in von Neumann machines
(e.g. Tononi, 2004), but these arguments do not apply to my synthetic neurons proposal, which, as
far as I can see, does still stand.
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cognitive functioning and behaviour can be transferred out of the animal and can,

in principle, supervene on any number of other hypothetical media.

Or to return to Olson’s analogy, I am not at all akin to a knot in a rope. I am akin

to a persisting dynamic behaviour of the rope, say, vibration at a specific frequency

that occurs when the rope is tensed and some external force is applied to it laterally.

But that kind of vibration at a specific frequency can occur in any number of other

materials that vibrate, for example a metal bar, and indeed, the specific vibration

itself could in principle be transferred to a non-rope medium without interruption,

by the normal physics of conservation of energy.

If the foregoing analysis is correct, it appears we can reject Animalism and biology-

based criteria of personal identity more broadly, with an argument that we have

arrived at from examining in closer detail the commitments and prescriptions of

Animalism itself. I have started by granting the Animalist both his thesis 1 that

“persons” are not things with their own, independent existence, but rather “being

a person” must be merely a property of some other thing, and his thesis 2 that the

specific thing that I actually am is just the animal that I see in the mirror. I then

followed the implications until they ran afoul of his own standards of “immediate

plausibility”. First, this led us to question thesis 2, that I have to be the animal

as a whole. Instead, it appears more plausible that I am the brain or something

to do with the brain. In trying to resist that conclusion and articulate a biology-

based theory that could still legitimately carry the name of Animalism, we have dug

deeper into what instantiates animals as macroscopic physical objects, and the most

“immediately plausible” criterion appears to be behaviour, or stable, predictable

patterns of functioning.

If this biological functioning is sufficient for instantiating animals, and it is the

correct criterion by which animals are individuated as entities, then it must be the

case that cognitive functioning can also instantiate entities. Consequently, cognitive

functioning is a more plausible candidate criterion for individuating the entity that I
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am than the animal, or anything specifically “lower-level” organic about the animal.

If I am to be an entity, as the Animalists suppose that I am, it seems more

likely that I am individuated by personal cognitive function, including the beha-

viour, the thoughts, the psychology, and the consciousness which are produced by

that function – and which I also intimately associated with myself all along, when

I first observed that I am a “thinking, conscious thing”. The closest position to this

conclusion in the extant literature on personal identity is the psychological criterion

family of theories.
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Chapter 2

Psychology-based Theories

One can arrive at psychological criteria for defining personal identity in one of

at least two ways: either one is is persuaded directly by the intuitions that things

about my psychology are, or at least should be taken to be, essential to my identity

from the very beginning; or, one follows the logic of the previous Chapter, and

finds that ultimately, the entity that I am is more likely to be individuated by my

continuous functioning and behaviour, and specifically the functioning we might

call cognitive and which is concentrated in my brain, as opposed to the broader

biological functioning that the body does.

In the latter case, it should be noted that there is a difference between such a

“cognitive criterion” of personal identity and a psychological criterion of personal

identity, at least in the sense that not all cognitive functioning needs to manifest

conscious experience – unlike how we normally understand active psychology. So

one might assume that not everything said in the literature on psychological criteria

would hold equally for the broader notion of cognitive functioning. Nevertheless,

the specific fundamental issues raised against psychological criteria below should

apply, mutatis mutandis, to the notion of cognitive functioning we arrived at. So in

what follows I will present the issues mostly as they are articulated in the psycho-

logical criterion literature.

The contemporary debate on personal identity is conventionally accepted1 as

1Virtually every philosophy encyclopaedia entry on or short history of the concept of personal
identity will refer to this account as the precursor to the current debates, at least in the Anglo-Saxon
tradition, e.g.: MacIntyre (1966), Olson (2016a), Gallois (2016), Shoemaker (2021)
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starting with John Locke’s 1690 Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1970,

e.g.). Locke attempts an explicit articulation of his theory of personal identity in

Chapter 27 of the Essay.

Locke’s account is also usually read as the first instance of a Psychological

Criterion theory of personal identity, and thus the progenitor to what is now the

most popular type of view of personal identity amongst philosophers.2

In the philosophical literature on personal identity, the “Psychological Cri-

terion” refers to a theoretical approach that proposes that the facts of personal iden-

tity, the facts of who counts as a person and whether persons at two different times

can be identified as being one and the same person across time, are constituted by

or reducible to psychological facts.

Due to its historical importance and the influence this type of view still has, the

Psychological Criterion is the default position in the philosophical literature. Most

if not all discussion of personal identity is a response to this default position, and

one cannot make sense of the debate without first understanding this position and

the concepts it employs.

Nevertheless, as far as Locke’s original account is concerned, there is a di-

versity of opinion amongst commentators, especially more recently, on just what

his theory amounts to. For example, we can distinguish between a “Traditional

Reading”,3 and at least two revised readings.4 However, keep in mind that for

my purposes in this chapter, we will not be fundamentally interested in the history

of philosophy questions about what Locke really intended his account to mean –

2E.g. in Shoemaker (2021). The Bourget and Chalmers (2014) What do philosophers believe?
survey found that the distribution is more like this:

• “psychological view 33.6%;

• biological view 16.9%;

• further-fact view 12.2%;

• other 37.3%.” (p.15)

Thus the psychological criterion would not be the majority view amongst philosophers, but it would
seem to be the largest single family of views.

3As portrayed in the encyclopaedia entries and informed by the early critiques of George Berke-
ley (1732, in Jaffro et al., 2010), Joseph Butler (1736) and Thomas Reid (1785, in Reid, 2011).

4E.g. Gustafsson (2010), Boeker (2014), Boeker (2017), Garrett (2003), Weinberg (2012),
Strawson (2015).
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though I may make occasional comments about that as I assess the proposals of the

commentators. Here I look at these three possible readings of Locke’s historical

account as they might inform the metaphysics of personal identity for us today to

see how far they can get us in understanding the concept. They will also allow us to

explore the fundamental limitations of the metaphysical approaches they represent.

I will also then look at the neo-Lockean psychological criterion account of per-

sonal identity proposed by Derek Parfit, in response to the problems of the Lockean

theories, as well as a response to Parfit by David Lewis, and the respective limita-

tions of these two paradigmatic approaches. I will conclude that Lockean and, more

broadly, psychological criterion approaches to the problem of personal identity have

certain fundamental features which makes it impossible for them to deliver a useful

theory of personal identity predicated on a metaphysical numerical identity relation.

At the very least all of these accounts suffer from at least one of the following

problems: they either fail to produce an actual numerical identity relation to under-

pin personal identity, or produce unacceptable notions of personal identity which

lead to morally absurd conclusions, or fail to account for factors that are in fact

salient to the problem. However, once these issues are accounted for, I find that we

are left with core empirical observations upon which further theoretical approaches

can be developed.

2.1 Locke’s account

Locke’s account was developed against the background of the metaphysics of his

day. That metaphysics typically distinguished between two types of substances: 1)

material; and 2) spiritual.5 Matter is the substance which underlies tangible physical

stuff, inert objects, animal bodies and so on. And spirit is the substance which

underlies thinking things, or “consciousnesses”. Spiritual substances can then be

divided into two further categories:

1. finite intelligences or “souls”, which is what we are acquainted with when

5E.g. see Boeker (2017)
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we experience ourselves as conscious, rational, thinking beings, or when we

attribute those same qualities to other sentient beings around us; and

2. “God”, an intelligence that is by definition infinite in every respect,6 but

which therefore goes beyond our comprehension as “finite intelligences”.

In this metaphysical context, the question of personal identity would have asked

what it is about the material body or the spiritual finite intelligence of the person

that makes it the same person now as at some other point in time, in the past or in

the future.

Locke’s account starts from a general axiom about how individual objects of

any kind of substance are individuated. According to what he calls his Principium

Individuationis, each substance has its identity defined by the space it occupies at

one specific time.7 But he then postulates that the persistence conditions for any

object will depend both on what kind of substance they are made of, and the type of

object that they are.

“Man”, the human animal made of the physical substance, is taken to have

the same persistence conditions as the other animals: “a participation of the same

continued life, by constantly fleeting particles of matter, in succession vitally united

to the same organized body” (Ch. 27-7). The criterion of identity is given by the

persistent organisational principle of the individual animal and its continued embod-

iment, even as the individual atoms8 of matter that make that embodiment possible

may change freely.

But for Locke, “man” cannot be the same as the “person”. For him, a person

is: “a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider

itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which it does

only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking, and, as it seems

6E.g. Locke Ch. 25-3: “God, every one easily allows, fills eternity; and it is hard to find a
reason why any one should doubt that he likewise fills immensity. His infinite being is certainly as
boundless one way as another”.

7This explicitly includes intelligences.
8This is strikingly similar to Animalism as we discussed in Chapter 1 (p. 28 above), and espe-

cially to Inwagen and Olson.
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to me, essential to it” (Ch. 27-11). Persons are perceiving, thinking, self-aware9

consciousnesses. So on the contemporary metaphysical schema, they are by defin-

ition objects that “are made of” or alternatively perhaps “supervene” on the finite

intelligence type of substance.10

Consequently, the question of personal identity is taken to be the question of

the necessary and sufficient conditions for such a consciousness to persist over time:

L1: “in this alone consists personal identity, i.e. the sameness of a ra-

tional being: and as far as this consciousness can be extended back-

wards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of

that person; it is the same self now it was then; and it is by the same

self with this present one that now reflects on it, that that action was

done.” (Ch. 27-11; emphasis added by me)11

So far, this would have been consistent with the soul theories of personal identity at

the time. But Locke’s innovation is that he now distinguishes the identity conditions

of finite intelligences over time from the identity conditions for consciousness, and

thus personal identity. In other words, he distinguishes between the identity of

persons and the identity of souls.

So whereas for soul theorists, the person would have been identified with the

soul, on a strict one-to-one relation at all moments in time, for Locke, one self-

aware intelligence always manifests just one person at one moment in time, but,

conversely, it is not apparent to him why a person should necessarily supervene on

the same intelligent substance across time. He finds that there are some difficulties

in the relationship between continuous episodes of consciousness, human animal

bodies, and persons, which challenge the supposition of the presumed one-to-one

relation.12

9“it being impossible for any one to perceive without PERCEIVING that he does perceive” (Ch.
27-11).

10The distinction between these two possibilities is the disagreement between Locke and Butler,
below (p. 71).

11This definition is evidently quite vague in important respects. The following two excerpts from
Locke will also suffer from the same issue. I examine a number of ways in which these definitions
can be interpreted in the next three sections of this chapter.

12This is not to say that he would make a positive metaphysical claim that persons will supervene
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The problem is that people do stop being conscious for periods of time on a

regular basis – for example every time they sleep. And when they do, we have no

epistemic access to what happens to the soul substance. Thus, if the identity of a

person were tied to the identity of the individual intelligent substance, we would not

know what happens to the person when the human animal goes to sleep. And we

would not know whether they are the same person when the human animal wakes

up the next morning.

But I have no epistemic difficulty in establishing that I am the same person as

the person who went to bed last night in my body. I do have epistemic access to that

fact, and this epistemic access stretches across gaps in consciousness which would

confound the soul theorist. So Locke would argue that we need not dwell on the

soul substance and all the epistemic challenges it gives rise to. Instead, if we are

going to learn about the identity criteria of persons, we would do much better to

focus on the epistemically accessible aspects of consciousness instead:

L2: “I say, in all these cases, our consciousness being interrupted, and

we losing the sight of our past selves, doubts are raised whether we are

the same thinking thing, i.e. the same SUBSTANCE or no. Which,

however reasonable or unreasonable, concerns not PERSONAL iden-

tity at all. The question being what makes the same person; and not

whether it be the same identical substance, which always thinks in

the same person, which, in this case, matters not at all: different sub-

stances, by the same consciousness (where they do partake in it) being

united into one person, as well as different bodies by the same life are

united into one animal, whose identity is preserved in that change of

substances by the unity of one continued life.” (Ch. 27-12)

What would hold the continuity of consciousness and thus the identity of the person

together across time is something equivalent to the persistent organising principle

and continued embodiment which holds the identity of the animal body together

on different soul substances, merely that we do not have much reason to suppose that one person can
only ever supervene on one and the same soul substance.
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through changes in the matter that the animal is made of. In both the case of the an-

imal and of the consciousness, Locke would argue that what is important is not the

underlying substance they are made of, but rather how that substance is organised in

some kind of substantive formal arrangement and continuous functioning that per-

sists through time irrespective of any changes of “atoms” of underlying substance.

This point is all the more acute for “finite intelligences” because, Locke ar-

gues, we do not know nearly enough about souls to answer any substantive ques-

tions about their identities, persistence conditions, or much of anything else.13 The

only thing we have epistemic access to as far as these substances are concerned are

their “modes”,14 when they manifest as our conscious experiences. The structure

and functioning of these “modes” can individuate an entity in the same way the

structure and functioning of matter in an animal can individuate that animal. And

Locke therefore proposes that the best way to think about the persisting identity of

the person is as a persisting structure of “modes” of finite intelligence substance.

And if we do that, we can maintain a principled degree of scepticism towards the

metaphysical specifics of soul atoms, allowing us to talk about personal identity

without any reference to them.

The last aspect of Locke’s account is the relationship between personal identity

and moral accountability. This is also the most difficult aspect of the account. Locke

says:

L3: “Wherever a man finds what he calls himself, there, I think, another

may say is the same person. It is a forensic term, appropriating actions

and their merit; and so belongs only to intelligent agents, capable of a

law, and happiness, and misery. This personality extends itself beyond

present existence to what is past, only by consciousness,—whereby it

becomes concerned and accountable; owns and imputes to itself past

actions, just upon the same ground and for the same reason as it does the

present. All which is founded in a concern for happiness, the unavoid-

able concomitant of consciousness; that which is conscious of pleasure
13See Weinberg (2012).
14In the metaphysics sense of substance and mode.
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and pain, desiring that that self that is conscious should be happy. And

therefore whatever past actions it cannot reconcile or APPROPRIATE

to that present self by consciousness, it can be no more concerned in

than if they had never been done: and to receive pleasure or pain, i.e.

reward or punishment, on the account of any such action, is all one as

to be made happy or miserable in its first being, without any demerit

at all. For, supposing a MAN punished now for what he had done in

another life, whereof he could be made to have no consciousness at all,

what difference is there between that punishment and being CREATED

miserable?” (Ch. 27-28; emphasis added by me)

The person is thus essentially the proper unit of moral concern. The reason why we

need a concept of personhood over and above the concept of the “man” or the soul

is that it is the appropriate unit of moral concern. The reason we are concerned with

personal identity over time is because we are concerned with accountability: which

persons shall be held accountable for which actions where actions and consequences

are separated by time.

But now it looks like Locke provides two different definitions of personhood,

one based on the metaphysical concept of continuing consciousness and another

based the limits of accountability, which may have different meanings and may

capture different things. The way in which we understand the relationship between

these two definitions will yield the three different kinds of readings of Locke’s ac-

count I explore in this chapter.

2.2 The Traditional Reading

On the Traditional Reading of Locke’s account, as informed by the critiques of

George Berkely (1732, in Jaffro et al., 2010), Joseph Butler (1736) and Thomas

Reid (1785, in Reid, 2011), Locke is taken to be defining a metaphysical notion

of personal identity, an instance of the general relation of identity familiar from

metaphysics, but defined in terms of consciousness “as far as this consciousness
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can be extended backwards to any past action or thought” (L1).

In this reading, the passage L1 is taken to define this extension backwards of

consciousness in the form of remembering the consciousness of the person in the

past as the sufficient condition for me to be the same person as that person in the

past. And the passage L3 is taken to define the same capacity to extend my aware-

ness backwards to that past person as the necessary condition for me to be the same

person. If I cannot extend my consciousness backwards to that consciousness, if I

do not have epistemic access to their mental states, thoughts, intentions and their ex-

perience of committing actions “from the inside”, I cannot hold myself accountable

for their thoughts and actions, and I would regard it as a cosmic injustice to be held

accountable for them by others: to be punished for actions I could not remember

would be equivalent to “being created miserable” (L3).

This leaves us with a definition of a “person” across time which is just that set

of conscious beings from the present and the past that the present conscious being

can be aware of “from the inside”.15 This awareness is an awareness of everything

that this self is accountable for, all the actions and thoughts he cannot but “appropri-

ate” as his own. But the person does not extend beyond these limits of awareness.

This definition is referred to in the literature16 as the memory criterion of personal

identity. It can be expressed formally as:

X at t1 is personally identical with Y at later t2 iff Y remembers being

X, remembers thinking X’s thoughts and doing X’s actions.

On the “traditional reading”, Locke’s two definitions are understood to be inter-

acting as follows: the metaphysical concept of personal identity is defined by the

limits of an individual’s accountability, which in turn are defined by the limits of

the individual’s memory.

15Thus, personal identity is reducible to psychological facts, and this makes the account a psycho-
logical criterion of personal identity.

16E.g. every modern source I refer to in this chapter.

70



2.2.1 Responses to the Traditional Reading

2.2.1.1 Circularity

Joseph Butler (1736) objects to defining the notion of personal identity in terms

of the memory criterion on the basis of the metaphysical status of consciousness,

and the memory aspect of consciousness in particular, relative to metaphysics of the

soul.

Between “consciousness extended backwards” and the soul, there is a question

of ontological priority. Is it the case that:

1. personal identity understood as the metaphysical identity of a soul is the fact

that enables memory?; or

2. that the existence of a memory is the thing that constitutes the notion of per-

sonal identity, independent of any substance which might make memory pos-

sible in the first place?

Locke’s position (2.) is that the psychological constitution, the memories and so on,

which form the organising principle of the person could, for all we know, propagate

through multiple thinking substances in the same way that the organising principles

of the animal body can persist through subsequent replacement of physical atoms.

For a memory to link a person from the present to a person from the past, it is not

necessary to suppose that they share any of the individual atoms of substance which

made them up, whether these are material atoms or finite intelligence atoms. What

matters is that the organising principle he calls “consciousness” persists, and can

stretch its awareness backwards in time through the faculty of memory.

Butler, on the other hand, maintains that this is a “wonderful mistake”. He

denies that the continuation of consciousness can occur across multiple thinking

substances. Yes, the relationship between one thinking substance and the human

animal body can be somewhat looser so that a soul could in principle reside in dif-

ferent bodies at different times,17 but that is because they are made of different

17Notably, this would be the case when the bodies of people would be re-created for the Final
Judgement in Christian eschatology.
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substances and only co-occur incidentally. On the other hand, he argues, the indi-

vidual intelligent substance, the soul, is a simple, non-composite entity (1736 I, ch

1.). Consciousness is the affect or “mode” of this substance, and does not derive its

characteristics from anything like an organisational principle – such principles can

only apply to hold together composite entities such as the body. So the relation-

ship between the soul and its consciousness, its metaphysical “mode”, could only

conceivably be one-to-one.

How could the qualitative experience of consciousness, the mode of one finite

intelligence atom, of one soul, propagate to another soul? Locke may have a point

about the fact that we do not know very much at all about intelligent substances.

But in so far as they both would have supposed souls to exist,18 Butler would say

the burden of argument is on Locke to prove that one finite intelligence atom, one

soul substance can bequeath its qualitative mode, its consciousness, to another. In

absence of such an argument, he would default to the assumption that these souls

are radically separated, and cannot communicate with each other in such a way any

more than you and I can communicate through telepathy.

Consequently, the discontinuities of consciousness which troubled Locke are

not mysterious in the slightest to Butler: what happens in the morning when the

human animal wakes up is that the thinking substance which inhabited the body

18If indeed Locke can be said to be committed to the existence of souls. He does talk about them
in the same way that his contemporaries would have done:

“I agree, the more probable opinion is, that this consciousness is annexed to, and the
affection of, one individual immaterial substance.” (Ch. 27-27)

But he seems to be so sceptical/agnostic about them, that perhaps he would not find it difficult
to accept that consciousness could just as well supervene on matter, rather than these substances
specifically:

“I am apt enough to think I have, in treating of this subject, made some suppositions
that will look strange to some readers, and possibly they are so in themselves. But
yet, I think they are such as are pardonable, in this ignorance we are in of the nature
of that thinking thing that is in us, and which we look on as OURSELVES. Did we
know what it was; or how it was tied to a certain system of fleeting animal spirits; or
whether it could or could not perform its operations of thinking and memory out of a
body organized as ours is; and whether it has pleased God that no one such spirit shall
ever be united to any but one such body, upon the right constitution of whose organs
its memory should depend; we might see the absurdity of some of those suppositions
I have made.” (Ch. 27-29)
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the previous day up to the point when the human animal went to sleep takes its

place back within the very same body. We do not know exactly what has happened

to it during the body’s slumber, but since it was not aware of anything, it seems

reasonable to suppose that its existence has been, somehow, suspended.19 This

suspension might be problematic. But Butler would contend that the continuation

of consciousness in the morning would be even more problematic for Locke: why

would a body which wakes up in the morning have a continued consciousness and

psychology from the night before, save for a uniting thinking substance? The only

substance which could serve as a vehicle by which the psychology of the person

going to sleep can be transmitted to the person waking up is through the continuity

of the thinking substance.

If Butler is right that the soul is ontologically prior to and necessary for con-

sciousness, psychology and memory, then it follows that the Lockean memory cri-

terion of personal identity is circular: a person now can only have a memory of a

past event if that past event was experienced by the same soul, which is to say, the

same person. The concept of memory already presupposes the concept of personal

identity at the ontologically prior level of the soul – the concept of memory thus

assumes the concept which it seeks to explain.

This is a serious charge, but it is not lethal. It ultimately hinges on what we

find more plausible: Butler’s thick metaphysical notion of personal identity based

on postulated atoms of the finite intelligence substance (i.e. souls), or Locke’s epi-

stemic scepticism towards thinking substances, and his attempt to get around the

need for them by giving a thin account of personal identity based just on memory

links backwards in time. Butler’s point is this: where do we get the memory links

backwards from if not from the continuity of a thinking substance? Upon what other

substance could this continuity supervene? For Butler, the concept of memory is on-

tologically dependent on the concept of soul, and presupposes the soul’s diachronic

identity.

19This is a theologically contentious issue, and it depends on the view one takes on the relationship
between souls and active consciousness, and whether immortal souls could be said to exist whilst
being unconscious. Boeker (2017) expands more on these debates.
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Locke, however, shies away from that picture of ontological dependence, and

indeed, leaves the door open for the possibility that memory might supervene on

substances other than these mysterious souls.20 And if the scepticism towards the

metaphysical picture laid out by Butler is warranted, then Locke’s theoretical (as

opposed to ontological) grounding of the identity relation in the phenomenon of

memory is not circular, and is logically permissible. Moreover, since Locke’s the-

oretical dependence between memory and personal identity is not predicated on

metaphysical assumptions that one could simply deny, Locke’s approach is more

theoretically robust.

2.2.1.2 Transitivity

A stronger challenge is the observation that the memory criterion yields a relation

that does not conform to the normal features of an identity relation. First of all,

identity is supposed to be transitive. The memory criterion is not.

Thomas Reid (1785, in Reid, 2011) famously illustrated this with the “Brave

Officer” example. Consider a human at three stages in its life: S1 at the age of ten,

when he steals apples from a neighbour’s orchard; S2 at the age of forty, when he

is an officer in the armed forces and captures an enemy standard in an important

battle; and S3 at the age of eighty, when he is a retired general. The Officer at S2

remembers being the Boy at S1. The General at S3 remembers being the Officer at

S2 – but he no longer remembers being the Boy at S1. According to the memory

criterion, the Brave Officer at S2 is the same person as the Boy at S1 and can con-

sequently also be held accountable for the theft of the apples. The General at S3 is

the same person as the Officer at S2, and thus deserves the praise for his courage in

battle. But the General at S3 is not the same person as the Boy at S1, and can no

longer be held responsible for the theft of apples.

Perhaps it is fair to say that we would not ask the General at S3 to make amends

for the stolen apples. But then again, we would not ask the Brave Officer at S2

either. Yet it seems unavoidable that if the Officer at S2 is personally identical with

20Of course, nowadays we believe consciousness may well supervene on material substance (e.g.
Dennett, 1991; Papineau, 2000).
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the Boy at S1, and the General at S3 is personally identical with the Officer at S2,

then we would want to say that the General at S3 is personally identical with the

Boy at S1.

Certainly, there may be great qualitative differences between the General and

the Boy, both physical and psychological, but then so would there be great differ-

ences between the each of them and the Officer. And the question we are asking

here is not how qualitatively similar these persons are. We are asking whether they

are numerically identical as persons, in the same way that the human animal which

sustains these persons is numerically identical. Here, we would want to say that

the numerical identity of the person holds. But on the memory criterion reading of

Locke, this identity does not hold.

If this is correct, then it follows that what Locke is referring to when he talks

about personal identity may well be capturing something quite important for moral

accountability, but this is by no means an identity relation in the standard, meta-

physical sense of the term. The accountability element of L3 which gives us the

memory criterion as also the necessary condition for metaphysical personal iden-

tity makes this metaphysical notion non-transitive, and thus not an identity relation

proper.

2.2.1.3 Symmetry

This point can be pressed further if we consider the other property of ordinary

identity relations: symmetry. A further problem with the memory criterion if it

is constitutive of personal identity is that memory, “being aware of the thoughts and

actions of another person from the inside”, only works in one direction in time –

backwards.

In Reid’s example, the Officer remembers being the Boy, so he is personally

identical with the Boy. In the same way, the General remembers being the Officer,

so he is personally identical with the Officer. But the Boy does not remember be-

ing the Officer. And the Officer does not remember being the General. Does that

mean that the Boy is not personally identical with the Officer, and the Officer is not

personally identical with the General?
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On a straightforward reading of the memory criterion, where the memory link

backwards is the sole constitutive fact of personal identity, there can exist someone

in the future who will be able to remember me and thus be personally identical with

me. But I cannot remember being anyone in the future so I cannot be personally

identical with that person. This again, cannot work for a relation which is supposed

to be an identity relation.

Now, if memory is taken to be merely symptomatic of an identity relation

which transcends time, which is to say that the relation of personal identity is not

entirely reduced to what I remember, but what I remember is just an effect of the

underlying relation of identity, then symmetry is not a problem. In that case, a

relation like “will be remembered by X”, that is to say a relation that is future-

directed, would track the same relation of identity as the past-directed relation of

“X remembers”.

But the Traditional Reading is precisely that that is not how the memory cri-

terion should be understood: it should not be understood as merely referring to a

soul-like underlying identity. Instead, this reading of the memory criterion says that

“X remembers” is wholly and solely what personal identity is constituted of. And

if that is the case, “X remembers Y” and “Y will be remembered by X” are funda-

mentally different kinds of relations. Not least because, when I say “X remembers

Y”, X exists and Y has existed. That is a relation between things who have or have

had concrete existence. But when when I say “Y will be remembered by X”, Y

exists, but X does not and has never existed. And for all we can possibly know, X

may never exist. The modality of the relation is entirely different, and one statement

clearly has a truth value in the present, whereas the other has no such value at the

time it is uttered.

Along with most commentators, I take the problem of transitivity to be lethal

to this reading of Locke, and if my analysis of symmetry is also right, I take the

problem of symmetry, to also be lethal to the Traditional Reading.
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2.3 The first revised reading: Forensic Personhood

The first alternative way to read Locke’s historical account is that Locke is not in

fact interested in defining any metaphysical notion of numerical identity for persons,

but rather his aim is to define a “forensic” notion of person, which is to say that he

is aiming to define the person in terms of accountability only (and in particular, in

terms of moral responsibility). For such a notion of personal identity, the numerical

identity of substances typically associated with persons would in fact be irrelevant.

As per my comments at the beginning of this chapter, it is not fundamentally im-

portant for us here whether this reading is true to Locke’s original intent. Maybe it

is, maybe it is not. What matters to us is that this reading highlights one seemingly

crucial aspect of our ordinary notions of personhood and personal identity: that they

are intrinsically tied to notions of accountability. And I will explore fully what it

would mean to define personhood and personal identity just in terms of accountab-

ility in a modern theory in the next chapter (chapter 3, p. 123). But for now, let us

see how Locke’s approach prompts us to think about personal identity in terms of

accountability.

One notable proponent of revising the way we read Locke to focus particularly

on accountability is Galen Strawson (2015, for example). He argues that Locke

is not at all interested in any metaphysical relation of numerical identity when he

outlines his theory of personal identity. So Locke’s choice of the memory criterion

as the basis for his theory is not ill-advised at all. The memory criterion does in fact

give Locke a good part of what he is looking for because for him being conscious of

past thoughts and actions is necessary for “just accountability”21 and the “person”

is just the unit of moral concern to which this accountability attaches.

Strawson argues that Berkeley,22 Butler and Reid have mischaracterised

Locke’s notion of “person” as “simply a sortal term like ‘human being’ or ‘thinking

thing’, a term for a standard temporal continuant” (2015, pp. 112) – i.e. as an ordin-

ary entity (with numerical identity over time). They assume Locke to be answering

21The phrase of Boeker (2014).
22E.g. in Berkely (1732, in Jaffro et al., 2010).
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the same question about personal identity that they would: “What has to be the case

for it to be true that [Person 1] at (time) t1 is the same as person [Person 2] at (time)

t2, the same persisting subject of experience?” (id.).23

Strawson instead proposes that Locke is not interested in the question of meta-

physical personal identity at all. In Strawson’s words: “[Locke] takes the notion

of a persisting subject of experience24 or locus of consciousness for granted in his

discussion of personal identity, and answers four other questions:

[A] what does a subject of experience that qualifies as a person consist of, onto-

logically speaking, considered at any given time?

[B] what mental capacities must a subject of experience have in order to qualify

as a person?

[C] what sorts of changes of substantial composition can a subject of experience

that qualifies as a person undergo while continuing to exist?

[D] which actions is a subject of experience who qualifies as a person responsible

for at any given time?” (pp. 112-113)

Strawson draws on a distinction made by Udo Thiel (1998) between a primary or-

dinary use of the term “person” which simply designates an individual human being,

and a secondary use of the word that derives from Roman law, in which the term

“persona”25 was a legal term that refers to “to the individual human being specific-

ally in so far as he or she stands in a relationship to legal matters” (Strawson, 2015,

pp. 116).

And the source text does seem to support Strawson’s contention that Locke is

deploying the term in a way that is quite close to Thiel’s secondary usage. Consider

the following Excerpts (emphasis added by me):
23He also thinks that the only reason why Locke is so often described in histories of the discipline

as giving a memory criterion account of metaphysical personal identity, is because of the influence of
these “two otherwise admirable bishops –Berkeley and Butler – and an otherwise admirable doctor
of divinity – Thomas Reid.”

24Strawson designates “subject of experience” as the synonym he uses for a synchronic “Lockean
person”, in contrast to the diachronic sortal notions of “person” of Locke’s detractors, and any other
loose notions of personhood connected to “man”, “soul”, “the human animal” and so on.

25Which literally translates to “mask”.
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1. The title of Ch. 27-20:

“Persons, not Substances, the Objects of Reward and Punish-

ment.”

2. Ch. 27-21:

“Which shows wherein Personal identity consists.

“This may show us wherein personal identity consists: not in the

identity of substance, but, as I have said, in the identity of con-

sciousness, wherein if Socrates and the present mayor of Queen-

borough agree, they are the same person: if the same Socrates

waking and sleeping do not partake of the same consciousness, So-

crates waking and sleeping is not the same person. And to punish

Socrates waking for what sleeping Socrates thought, and wak-

ing Socrates was never conscious of, would be no more of right,

than to punish one twin for what his brother-twin did, whereof

he knew nothing, because their outsides were so like, that they

could not be distinguished; for such twins have been seen.”

3. Ch. 27-24:

“But is not a man drunk and sober the same person? Why else

is he punished for the fact he commits when drunk, though he be

never afterwards conscious of it? Just as much the same person as

a man that walks, and does other things in his sleep, is the same

person, and is answerable for any mischief he shall do in it. Human

laws punish both, with a justice suitable to THEIR way of know-

ledge;—because, in these cases, they cannot distinguish certainly

what is real, what counterfeit: and so the ignorance in drunkenness

or sleep is not admitted as a plea. But in the Great Day, wherein

the secrets of all hearts shall be laid open, it may be reasonable

to think, no one shall be made to answer for what he knows
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nothing of; but shall receive his doom, his conscience accusing

or excusing him.”

4. And explicitly, in L3 or Ch. 27-28:

“[person] is a forensic term appropriating actions and their merit;

and so belongs only to intelligent agents, capable of a law.”

So, a person is a thing that is the object of rewards or punishments (1.); “person” is

a forensic term belonging to a thing “capable of law” (4.); this thing has no essential

connection with the episodes of consciousness associated with its own body with

which it does not also share any direct psychological connection (2.) even if human

laws cannot always make the distinction due to the inevitable epistemic limitations;

and finally, the relevant standard of accountability by which the person is ultimately

defined is accountability before the Divine Law of God (3.) – and potentially, this

primarily applies at a specific moment in time, in the Court at the Final Judgement

in Christian eschatology.

This seems quite compatible with a memory criterion, at least at first sight. But,

as Strawson points out, it is incompatible with a sortal notion of personal identity,

for the reason that all the same problems of transitivity and symmetry that apply

to the memory criterion still apply here. The passage that especially highlights this

is Excerpt 2.: on a sortal account of personal identity, drunk Socrates and sober

Socrates would be the same person, Socrates, which would imply that the actions

of Socrates when Socrates was drunk are still properly thought of as the actions of

Socrates even now that he has sobered up. But Locke explicitly states that on his

view, sober Socrates in the present is not accountable for what drunk Socrates has

done in the past, if he is not currently aware of it.

And what seems to really makes the case for Strawson’s reading is that Locke

appears to refer to the sortal account explicitly as being the notion of accountability

upon which Human Law would be based (in Excerpt 3.). But then he explicitly

distinguishes between that kind of accountability, and the moral accountability in

terms of which he defines his proposed idea of “person”. This notion of moral
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accountability is based on the relationship of the individual to the Divine Law. If

Strawson is correct, that is exactly what the Lockean “person” would be: the legal

person in Divine Law.26

Strawson thus takes Locke to answer the four questions he identified above (p.

78) as follows:

1. The Person (questions [A], [B] and [C]):

“[Locke] starts from the given fact of complex, self-conscious,

diachronically persisting personalitied subjects of experience like

ourselves who are born, live, and die (but who may, he crucially

argues, conceivably survive switches of body and soul), who act,

who are capable of pleasure and pain, happiness and misery, and

who are on Locke’s view eventually resurrected.” (pp. 114)

2. Personal Identity (question [D]):

“In asking about the personal identity of such subjects of experi-

ence, Locke’s focus is always on the forensic issue of what they’re

(morally and legally) responsible for. His question is about their

personal identity in the sense of their moral or legal identity, their

overall standing when it comes to the question of moral and legal

responsibility.” (id.)

The question of personal identity here is not a question of a relation of identity

between a thing of the person kind now, and a thing of the person kind at some

other time.27 The question of personal identity under the Forensic Reading is a

question of a relationship between a thing of the person kind in the present, and the

set of all actions for which this conscious thing is morally accountable. So a basic

definition of forensic personhood would be:

26Ruth Boeker (2014) makes a similar point about the relationship between personhood and law,
and that this is in fact the very thing Locke alludes to when he says he uses the term “person” as a
“forensic term”.

27I.e. the sortal notion.
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FP: The term “person” refers to, and only to, the set of thoughts and

actions from the present and the past for which a currently existing

consciousness can be held accountable.

But for Locke, as we have seen, the relevant accountability is vis-à-vis Divine Law.

So Lockean forensic personhood would be, at the very least:

FPL: The term “person” refers to, and only to, the set of thoughts and

actions from the present and the past for which a currently existing

consciousness can be held accountable, where “accountability” is un-

derstood as legal accountability vis-à-vis Divine Law.

And lastly, there may be one extra element in play: Locke refers to the Christian

eschatological Final Judgement as the Court of Divine Law. If we consider just

FPL, the problem we have in defining the limits of the person will be a problem

familiar from Reid’s “Brave Officer” case: as time progresses, the limits of just

accountability will be shifting for morally arbitrary reasons such as memory loss in

old age. But Locke can avoid this problem if he fixes the standard accountability

not just to an absolute standard of Law, the Divine Law, but also an absolute time

of application of the Law: the Final Judgement. It is possible, though by no means

certain, that this element is also a feature of his account of personal identity.28 In

that case, Locke’s account would read as:

FPL+: The term “person” refers to, and only to, the set of thoughts and

actions for which a consciousness can be held legally accountable vis-

à-vis the Divine Law in the Divine Court of God at the Last Judgement.

2.3.1 Problems with ‘memory criterion’ forensic personhood as

an account of personal identity

2.3.1.1 Problem 1: Too many entities suffer

The first objection to this reading of Locke’s account is that it has perverse moral

implications, which are directly contradictory to one of the main motivating intu-
28In responding to this reading of the Lockean account, I will deal with both FPL and FPL+.
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itions behind Locke’s account. And since the whole point of a Forensic account is to

define the person as the proper unit of moral concern, perverse moral implications

is a fatal problem.

Consider this initial motivation for placing personal identity in the conscious-

ness as opposed to the body or the soul, from L3:

“For, supposing a MAN punished now for what he had done in an-

other life, whereof he could be made to have no consciousness at all,

what difference is there between that punishment and being CREATED

miserable?”

And let us consider the conditions of just punishment at two points in time:

1. Now: so the definition of personhood we use is FPL; and

2. At the Last Judgement: so the definition of personhood we use is FPL+.

As per L3, one of Locke’s main, animating intuitions compelling him to develop his

novel account was that it is unjust to punish a consciousness for thoughts that do not

belong to it but are merely associated with the specific eternal soul which manifests

this consciousness at this moment in time; and it is unjust to punish a consciousness

for actions that do not belong to it but are merely performed by the body in which

the consciousness is currently manifested. But would the injustice not also hold in

the opposite direction as well?

Locke argued that I do not know whether my consciousness today since I have

woken up this morning is the same thinking substance, the same soul, as that which

gave me consciousness yesterday. Suppose that the consciousness that I am now

has yesterday supervened on a different soul. And suppose too that yesterday the

consciousness that I am now, inhabiting, as it happens, the same body as it does

today, robbed an old lady in the street of £1,500 in cash – her last savings which she

was going to deposit into a bank. Clearly an egregious act that should be punished

harshly.

Today, I am about to be punished for it, as per FPL. The consciousness that

gets punished is the continuation of yesterday’s consciousness, and I do remember
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having committed the heinous crime, so that is fair. The body which suffers any

harmful physical aspect of the punishment is the same body that was implicated

yesterday, so that may also be deemed reasonable.

But the immediate sensation of pain that comes from the punishment is not felt

just by the continuous consciousness that makes me the same person I was yesterday

but also by the random individual soul upon which this consciousness supervenes

today. And this soul is had nothing to do with the events of yesterday. It remembers

the actions of yesterday only because of the consciousness which supervenes upon

it today. But the actions and the intentions behind those actions have nothing to

with this soul. It is not the soul who formulated the intention to commit this crime,

or the soul who witnessed this crime unfold as it did. It merely remembers these

things from the previous soul which bequeathed it its current content of conscious

experience. How can it be fair that this soul should be the one to bear pain that

comes with the punishment of the right consciousness?

It may appear that here Locke can appeal to the ultimate justice of the Last

Judgement (the FPL+ scenario), where the facts of which soul was present where

become transparent to the omniscient Judge. But that raises two further problems.

Locke insists that on the Last Judgement God will reward and punish the proper

units of moral desert: the consciousnesses. So as far as the souls are concerned,

each one of them will be saved or condemned for eternity according to the chair in

which they happen to be sitting when the music stops: an individual soul could have

inhabited multiple consciousnesses and in each and every one of them it could have

motivated nothing but good thoughts, feelings and intentions. But if just before the

time of the Final Judgement it happens to be bequeathed a morally reprehensible

consciousness with a legacy of the most heinous crimes, it will be stuck for eternity

suffering the pain from the punishment proper to this last consciousness. How can

that be just?

A further problem is that of the body. In the Christian eschatology of Locke

and his contemporaries, it is not just the consciousness that gets resurrected for the
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Last Judgement but also the body.29 But if this body will now be associated with a

morally reprehensible consciousness, this body will have been (re-)created by God

specifically to endure the damage and destruction promised to the wicked. How

could it be just for a body to be brought into existence for no other reason than to

be tortured and destroyed?

The moment we divorce the person from both the body and the soul, and set

the person as the unit of moral concern, some of the bodies and some of souls

only incidentally associated with the wrong consciousnesses will inevitably end up

suffering pain or damage for actions that they bear no moral relation to. And other

bodies and other souls will reap the pleasures and succour that they are also only

accidentally associated with through a fortuitous tie with a virtuous consciousness.

The more entities that get caught up in the debate on the proper units of just ac-

countability, the more entities will end up suffering unjust consequences for things

that they are not morally liable for – both in day to day cases, on the FPL defin-

ition of personhood, and in the Final Judgement case, on the FPL+ definition of

personhood.

2.3.1.2 Problem 2: Memory is neither necessary nor sufficient for

moral responsibility

We are, and we take ourselves to be, morally accountable beyond strictly what we

remember. Both our intuition and moral practice does allow that there are cases

in which the unity30 over time relevant to moral accountability, and thus to moral

agency, extends well beyond the limits of our memory. In fact, memory alone ap-

pears to be neither necessary nor sufficient for accountability, and therefore for

forensic identity.

First, memory is not necessary for accountability. There are situations where we

are held accountable for things we do not remember, and where we accept that we

29Or some body that is not the same body, which makes the situation even worse. See Boeker
(2017) for a discussion of what happens with the body in the Final Judgement of Christian eschato-
logy.

30Even if this unity is not a proper identity relation.
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are accountable for those actions. Locke’s example of the Drunk Man (in Excerpt

3. above) is, in fact, just such a case.

If I got blind drunk last night so that I do not remember anything about it but I

did go on to commit a violent assault, then the law would judge me accountable for

that assault, and I would have to agree.

Locke, as we have seen, claims that the reason I would be held accountable is

one of administrative expedience: human law courts cannot establish with certainty

whether or not I can in fact remember performing the assault, and so they err on

the side of caution and prosecute me. But the good news for me is that on the day

of the Last Judgement my consciousness will lay completely transparent before the

Judge, and He will see that I do not in fact have any awareness of having committed

the assault. That assault will therefore not count against me in the “Final Tally”.

But in fact, human courts do not operate in this way. And we would find it

strange if they did. What they judge is not whether, at the moment of judgement,

I am aware of the crime that has been committed. Rather, they judge the extent to

which I have exercised unimpaired autonomy31 in the causal chain of events leading

up to the crime.

It is stipulated that I was too intoxicated at the time when the assault took place

for that action to have been performed autonomously. If we maintain the notion of

autonomy used by Locke as meaning “capable of Law”, capable of understanding

normative imperatives for actions and the consequences of violating those imper-

atives, I would say that I was simply too drunk to process the consequences of my

actions, or be receptive to be motivated by them. But this does not excuse me from

the crime.
31My appeal to the concept of “autonomy” in this discussion may be considered ill judged. It

is a highly contested concept that invites forays into tangential discussions about moral laws, the
nature of agents and the entire metaphysics of free will, which it would not be feasible to get into
here. (In)famously, the concept is supposed to have at least four different non-mutually-exclusive
meanings: the capacity to govern oneself, the actual condition of self-government, a personal ideal,
and a set of rights expressive of one’s sovereignty over oneself (Feinberg, 1989). Fortunately, these
issues do not affect the point I am making. The single relevant point to my discussion is that there is
at least one consideration which we would consider relevant to accountability which would stretch
the boundaries of the legal person beyond the limits of memory, both in Human and in Divine Law.
I chose to refer to this as “autonomy” as one would in ordinary speech, for lack of a better word, and
the issues around the philosophical notion of autonomy should not be of import here.
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And the reason I am held liable is because I had full autonomous control over

the circumstances which led to my being so drunk that I was no longer a being

“capable of Law”.32 I took an autonomous decision to start drinking. And took

many subsequent decisions to continue drinking until I was blind drunk.

It may be the case that my ordinary conscious self is not given to violent as-

saults, so the behaviour of my drunk self is not at all representative of “who I am”,

as I would stand before the Great Judge at the Final Judgement, but there is no sense

in which I could deny the fact that I made the choices which led to my being “not

myself” autonomously and consciously. And this is especially relevant since we all

know that an excess of alcohol can get us into a situation where we are mentally

“not ourselves”. I may not have predicted that getting myself out of sorts in that

way would lead to something like a violent assault, but we all know that too much

alcohol can lead to that and much worse. I took that risk. And even if I took the risk

in ignorance, that ignorance is culpable. If I did not know that alcohol can lead me

to do bad things, I should have known. The fact that alcohol can have this effect on

a minority of people is well advertised.

Conversely, if it is the case that I did not take an autonomous decision to get

intoxicated in that way, then I will not take myself to be accountable, and nor will

a court. If I had chosen to drink non-alcoholic drinks last night but unbeknownst

to me someone slipped a potent drug in my drink that had the effect of making me

lose self-awareness and prone to outbursts of violence, then I did not have control

(i.e. autonomy) over the chain of events which led to the assault.

The upshot is that awareness of having committed a crime at the time of judge-

ment is not in fact the standard we apply to determine our ownership of a criminal

action. Rather, the standard we apply is whether we had it within our power to pre-

vent the criminal action at a time when we could have been reasonably expected to

foresee that the crime might occur.

And even on forensic personhood defined as legal personhood in the Divine

Court at the Final Judgement (FPL+), the outcome would be the same: I would be

32Aristotle (NE.III.5, in Aristotle, 2000) makes the same point about culpability of ignorance and
akrasia (i.e. ”weakness of the will”).
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responsible for the assault, because I am the same person, I can remember, I can

“extend my consciousness backwards” to, being the person who made the choices

which led to my forfeiting autonomous control over my behaviour; and that per-

son could and should have known that forfeiting my autonomous control over my

behaviour could have just the kinds of consequences as the assault.

Second, memory is not sufficient for accountability. Returning to my assault last

night: suppose that I had chosen to drink non-alcoholic drinks but my drink was

spiked with a drug that inhibited my capacity to exercise self-restraint and long-

term judgement, and also gave me violent urges. But in this scenario, suppose that

it did not also lead to memory loss. I can remember the events vividly.

Am I therefore responsible for the assault? Once again, I have been deprived

of autonomous control over the chain of events which led to the assault. Not only is

the assault not the kind of thing I would do when I am possessed of all my faculties,

but I did not exert any autonomous control over the circumstances which led to me

to become uncontrollably violent.

If we agree that I am not morally liable for the events that followed, then I am

not the same person in the forensic sense whereby personal identity is defined by

the limits of moral responsibility. By what is required from a being to be a person in

this sense, the being that committed the assault last night was not person at all. It is

stipulated that this being was not a being “capable of Law”, and therefore it cannot

have the status of legal person vis-à-vis Divine Law.33 It was a being deprived of

the capacity to respond to reason and the injunctions of Law – immorally, by some

other moral agent.

But I do remember the events, and I even remember them “from the inside”.

By any definition of “extend consciousness backwards”, I can in fact extend my

consciousness backwards to what happened. I may even feel guilty. There is def-

initely a sense in which I am implicated in something awful, and I wish I had not

been. But regardless of how guilty I felt for the events, you would be quite correct

33Both in the FPL and in the FPL+ scenarios.
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to point out that I am in no way responsible for what happened. And at the rational

level, I would have to agree, even as the guilt would likely persist.

Such cases of actions we remember but for which we are not held responsible,

or for which we are taken to have diminished responsibility, are reasonably common

both in our human legal system and in our practical grasp of morality. In fact, most

criminal trials have two parts: one where the judge or jury try to establish whether

the defendant is guilty; and if judged guilty, another part where they try to determine

the degree of culpability so that they can prescribe punishment that is proportional

to the magnitude of the crime but also, crucially, the degree of culpability of the

defendant.

And so too with our ordinary understanding of morality. We deem people

responsible for their actions, but we accept varying degrees of culpability or praise-

worthiness. And these degrees are not a function of how well the person remembers

their actions, or how well their consciousness extends backwards to those actions.

Rather, the judgements are made based on other criteria, for example the context in

which they performed the action, the degree of autonomy they have exerted in per-

forming the action, the intentions behind the actions so far as we can ascertain them,

how long ago the action was performed, and possibly many other considerations as

well.34

That all these things figure in our moral judgements, and that even upon closer

examination we deem at least some of them to be perfectly reasonable grounds for

ascribing diminished accountability, counts very strongly against the plausibility of

the memory criterion for a forensic notion of personhood and personal identity as

expressed by FPL and FPL+.

In this example, it is present in my consciousness that I have performed some

kind of evil, punishable deed, but it is not the case that I should be held accountable.

The upshot is that the memory criterion is not only inadequate for a metaphysical,

sortal kind of personal identity, but also neither necessary nor sufficient for the

34Experimental philosophy is replete with examples. Most famously, the ‘Knobe Effect’ (Knobe,
2003) shows that judgements of accountability track not only intentions but also the outcomes of
actions. Specifically, if the outcomes of an action are negative, we are more likely to also attribute
negative intention, and certainly we demand accountability more strongly.

89



purely forensic, accountability-based notion.35

2.4 The second revised reading: the metaphysical

unity of a “Continuous Consciousness”

This alternative reading of Locke assumes that persons are supposed to be sortal

entities after all in Locke’s original account, but takes a more expansive view of

what the memory criterion is actually supposed to do for the account. This revision

will set us down the path towards the more comprehensive psychological criteria

for personal identity that are common in the contemporary literature – and which

we will explore in their contemporary context below, when we get to Parfit’s well-

known neo-Lockean account (on p. 96).

Both the previous two interpretations of the Lockean account assume that in “as

far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought”

(L1), the extending backwards is to be done through the faculty of memory. This is

because, prima facie, this extending is to be done by the subject. And epistemically

limited to his point of view “from the inside” as he is, the subject can only extend

his consciousness backwards through memory.

But some readers have found that this directly contradicts claims from some

passages in the source text. For example, Gustafsson (2010) picks up on a passage

in Locke which does not square with the memory criterion reading. In Ch27-1636

Locke discusses the ways in which eternal souls are different from the unified con-

sciousness proper to a moral agent:

“Let any one reflect upon himself, and conclude, that he has in himself

an immaterial Spirit, which is that which thinks in him, and in the con-

stant change of his Body keeps him the same; and is that which he calls

himself: Let him also suppose it to be the same Soul, that was in Nestor

or Thersites, at the Siege of Troy, (For Souls being, as far as we know

35Before either human, or moral Divine Law.
36In Gustafsson’s reference of the Locke text it is Section 14.
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any thing of them in their Nature, indifferent to any parcel of Matter,

the Supposition has no apparent absurdity in it) which it may have been,

as well as it is now, the Soul of any other Man: But he, now having no

consciousness of any of the Actions either of Nestor or Thersites, does,

or can he, conceive himself the same Person with either of them?”

But just a few lines down in the same section, we find:

“But let him once find himself conscious of any of the actions of Nestor,

he then finds himself the same person with Nestor.”

It is difficult not to read this as proposing that one memory trace backwards from

myself to Nestor would be sufficient to establish me to be the same person as Nestor

– and not just the specific action of Nestor, or even the temporal part of Nestor who

performed the action I remember, as per the memory criterion, but the whole of

Nestor, both before and after the parts I remember.

If this is the case, then the Traditional Reading has read too much into L3. It

may be the case that for Locke there is cosmic injustice in one being held account-

able for things that he does not have any consciousness of, but this would not be

evaluated on an event-by-event basis. Rather, under this new reading, this would be

evaluated on a person-by-person basis, where a person is understood as a continu-

ous consciousness that amounts to a metaphysical entity in its own right. Thus it

would be unjust for me to be rewarded or punished for the actions of Nestor if there

is nothing in my consciousness to connect me to Nestor. But if there is as much as

one memory that unites our consciousnesses, then we in fact share the same unique

consciousness. We would be the same identical person, even if my memory fails to

remember other things about the times when I was Nestor.

Ruth Boeker (2014) argues forcefully that such a metaphysical unity is indeed

what Locke has in mind, based on the apparent tension between the metaphysical

definition of personhood in L1 (Ch27-11) and the forensic definition of personhood

in L3 (Ch27-28), in the context of forensic personhood as legal personhood in the

Divine Court at the Last Judgement.37 Only if Locke understands personal identity
37Of all the commentators, she does the most to place Locke’s account in its proper context of
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in terms of such metaphysical unity are L1 and L3 going to be referring to the same

thing. Conversely, if personhood is reduced to a memory criterion simpliciter, then

this notion runs into the kinds of moral trouble like the examples I have given just

above.

Moreover, without such a presumed metaphysical unity, FPL and FLP+ as we

have defined them above are not co-extensive. It is one thing to be uncertain about

which of these readings Locke would prefer. But if he does prefer one over the

other, then it is a genuine problem that the set of things for which I am accountable

at this moment in time may very well exclude things from the set of things for

which I will be rewarded or punished for all eternity at the Last Judgement. This

is because between now and the Last Judgement, the contents of my memory will

probably fade quite a lot. There are things that I can remember now and should be

relevant to my judgement then which I may very well forget between now and my

eventual death. Taken to its extreme, the logical conclusion of the memory criterion

simpliciter applied at the Last Judgement is that: “blessed will be the senile who do

not remember their sins”.

But if we adopt the notion of forensic personhood relative not to the memory

criterion, but to a metaphysical unity defined by “continuous consciousness” (CC),

many of these problems are resolved. I am no longer only accountable on the basis

of unreliable memories at an arbitrary time of judgement.38 I am liable in front of

an omniscient Judge who knows all the relevant facts about my consciousness, all

that my consciousness has ever been, all that it has thought, intended, planned and

caused. At this moment in time (FPL) I am liable for all that my consciousness

has thought and did up to this point. At the Final Judgement (FPL+) I will be

liable for all of the same things plus everything that my consciousness thinks and

does between now and the time of my death. And if between now and my death

things will fade from my memory because of the morally arbitrary phenomenon of

the metaphysics of the time and the Christian Eschatological account to which Locke is clearly and
explicitly committed.

38How do we decide between the validity of defining the person by FPL at one random time
against defining them by FPL at another random time? And how useful for our practical ethics now
could it actually be to define the person by FPL+, a time in a distant future about which we do not
know anything?

92



forgetfulness, this will be compensated for by the Omniscient Judge.

My heart will still be laid open, and I shall receive my doom, my conscience

accusing or excusing me. But not as it would accuse or excuse me to myself: this

is not about the facts that are accessible to me from the “inside”. I am not ex-

cused of things that are no longer available to my fallible memory. My conscience,

everything that it has ever been and everything it has ever done, will accuse me or

excuse me before a Judge who knows all facts relevant to my consciousness, for

as long as it has been a continuous entity, across all the spans of space and time

which it has traversed, and across all the deteriorations of memory which it may

have suffered.

This avoids all the issues specific to the memory criterion. But for Boeker,

the main advantage of this reading is that it makes the L1 and L3 definitions of

personal identity coextensive – though one is metaphysical and one is forensic,

they both uniquely refer to the exact same metaphysical entity: the continuous con-

sciousness.39 As Boeker puts it, Sections 11 and 28 have both been thought about

and written relatively close to each other. In those circumstances, it is reasonable

to make the charitable assumption that they are in fact not inconsistent or divergent

in any significant way, but that the two definitions of personal identity that they

provide, one based on memory (S11), and the other based on moral accountability

(S28), come, in Locke’s mind, to one and the same thing:

CC: X at t1 is personally identical with Y at later t2 iff the same meta-

physical continuous consciousness persists through time from X up to

Y.

And the consequence is that all moral accountability is grounded in the existence of

the metaphysical unity that is this continuous consciousness.

39“Locke claims both that ‘person’ is a forensic term and that personal identity consists in same-
ness of consciousness. [. . . ]While the passage in section [11] emphasizes rational and cognitive
capacities, section [28] makes explicit that ‘person’ is a forensic term and characterizes persons as
moral and legal beings [. . . ] One aim of this paper is to show [. . . ] that his two characterizations of
a person are equivalent.” (Boeker, 2014, pp. 229-230)
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2.4.1 “Continuous Consciousness” and the soul

The continuous consciousness approach to personal identity avoids the circular-

ity, transitivity and symmetry problems in the memory criterion approach to meta-

physical personal identity. It avoids the issue that memory is neither necessary nor

sufficient for accountability and therefore inadequate for a forensic notion of per-

sonhood.

But it does not get away from Problem 1 I raised in the Forensic Personhood

section (p. 82, above): it still remains the case that under this reading some souls

and some bodies will be harmed unjustly for thoughts and actions that attach to

consciousnesses with which they themselves are only incidentally associated at the

moment of time of punishment.

To reiterate, the problem is this: whenever someone performs an action, there

are now at least three entities involved, the body, the soul, and the consciousness.

According to Locke, none of these entities is essentially tied to any of the other

two. From one given moment in time to another, the individual bodies, souls or con-

sciousnesses which come together to make one agent in action can change freely.

The associations between these three entities at one moment in time is purely incid-

ental. And thus, also morally arbitrary.

Then, of these three, only the consciousness is the proper unit of moral concern

to which ownership of past actions attach. The entity which accrues just rewards

and punishments for past actions is only the consciousness. And this leaves open

the possibility that at the time of reward or punishment, the individual body and

individual soul which happen to co-occur with the consciousness at that time will

be ones that have nothing to do with the action for which they are rewarded or

punished.

And this is a general and fundamentally unavoidable problem. Given:

1. X number of co-occurring entities for an agent in action

2. Where X > 1

3. Where the co-occurring entities are not essentially linked to or reducible to
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one another

4. And where exactly one entity of the X is solely to proper unit of moral ac-

countability

5. Then there will always be X − 1 entities which are being damaged or suffer

pain unjustly.

This points to a moral imperative to try to reduce the number of entities in our

theoretical picture. The first obvious step would be to collapse the hugely dimin-

ished notion of soul we have left into Locke’s concept of consciousness. This is not

something you might take Locke to want to do, given how much time he spends

distinguishing the soul from the ”person”. But it is also the case that Locke’s objec-

tions are raised against souls as they are defined by his contemporaries,40 and there

are passages where he expresses broader scepticism about this kind of metaphysical

souls (e.g. Ch. 27-27). He uses the terminology in so far as he needs to in order

to address the understanding of his contemporary readers. But it is not completely

obvious that he is committed to the existence of just these kinds of souls as such.18

Nevertheless, if we read Locke to be talking about a continuous consciousness

as Boeker proposes, then the metaphysical unity we are proposing is remarkably

soul-like. It is to do with thought, intentions, actions and accountability. It spans

across time, all the way into the future to the Last Judgement and beyond. It inhabits

the Body and interacts with it in much the same way. This continuous consciousness

fulfils all the exact same functional roles which Locke’s contemporary adversaries

would have attributed to their souls. The only substantive difference is that we have

more epistemic access to the consciousness “from the inside” than we would do

with the soul under the traditional definitions. So we could interpret this notion

of consciousness to be a more refined understanding of the soul and blend the two

concepts together.

Unfortunately, the problem with such a soul-like understanding of what Locke

might have in mind when he talks about consciousness is that we run straight back

40As per Boeker (2017).
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into the initial Lockean concern with epistemic access. The more we rely on an

underlying metaphysical unity which, by design, stretches beyond what is epistem-

ically accessible to me and to others around me, the less a notion I have of who I

am as a person. On the soul-like view of continuity of consciousness I do not know

when I began. I do not know when I will end. I do not know whether a gap in

memory of what my body has done last night when it was drunk is a radical discon-

tinuity of consciousness and I am not the same person as that person, or whether

there will be a time in the future when I will start remembering things about last

night and it will turn out that I am the same person after all.

It would be very odd for Locke to have gone to all that trouble to disassociate

the notion of the soul from personal identity because that entails that only God

really knows who I really am, only to propose to replace it with the alternative

metaphysical unity of the continuous consciousness which also entails that only

God really knows who I really am.

But is there any other way to go to get an account of personal identity based on

continuity of consciousness which can give us a 1) transitive, symmetric relation,

and 2) a proper unit of moral concern, that is 3) not reducible to the body (or a

part of the body), and which 4) avoids the problem of there being too many entities

which must suffer in punishment (Problem 1) and other morally perverse outcomes?

2.5 Parfit’s Psychological Continuity Criterion

The best known move towards such an account comes from Derek Parfit, in his

Reasons and Persons (1984). Parfit defines a continuity of consciousness account

of personal identity that offloads completely the metaphysical baggage of souls and

the theological baggage of the Final Judgement, but manages nonetheless to provide

an alternative unity over time that functionally should work in the equivalent way to

the persistent consciousness sought in the second revised reading of Locke, while

also preserving many of Locke’s motivating intuitions. This unity is the empirically
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accessible41 and metaphysically thin ”psychological continuity criterion” (PCC) of

Personal Identity:

X at t1 is the same person as Y at t2 if and only if X is uniquely psycho-

logically continuous with Y, where psychological continuity consists in

overlapping chains of strong psychological connectedness, itself con-

sisting in significant numbers of direct psychological connections like

memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of charac-

ter.42

This definition is an evolution of the memory criterion, to which elements and re-

finements have been added as necessary in response to the problems we have high-

lighted with that account.

It first modifies the concept of memory to quasi- or q-memory à la Sydney

Shoemaker (1970) to avoid Butler’s argument that one can only have one’s own

memories. It thus sidesteps the possibility that the concept of memory presupposes

the personal identity it seeks to explain. So:

A person Y q-remembers something that happened to a person X in the

past only if there is an appropriate causal link between the event being

q-remembered and person Y’s memory impression of the event.43

Then it tackles Reid’s transitivity objection by proposing that it is not necessary for

the General at S3 to directly remember being the Boy at S1. Instead, it proposes

that it is sufficient that there should be a “chain of q-memories”44 between them

in order to establish personal identity. In the chain between the General at S3 and

the Boy at S1, the Officer at S2 is the sufficient link: the General remembers being

the Officer, and the Officer remembers being the Boy. The chain thus established

gives us a relationship of personal identity which holds between all three links. The

General is the same person as the Officer, is the same person as the Boy. So:

41To varying degrees both “from the inside” and from the third-person perspective.
42Parfit (1984, p. 207), in Shoemaker (2021).
43Paraphrased.
44Wording credited to Gallois (2016).
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A is the same person as B iff there is a q-memory chain linking B to A.

And lastly, noting that memory is only backwards-looking, whereas a proper iden-

tity relation goes in both directions in time, Parfit extends the account to add to it

the chains of all the other forward-looking features of consciousness: intentions,

goals and desires; as well as features of consciousness that are not explicitly time-

directional, but which we take to persist to a large degree with personal identity:

similarity of character, fundamental values and convictions, and so on.

By starting with the kernel of the memory criterion and accreting features as

needed, Parfit produces a concept that responds to the challenges we encountered so

far, and seems to capture much of what we would intuitively take personal identity

to mean. And we have done so without needing to appeal to epistemically inac-

cessible souls. All the features accreted are psychological features to which we

have varying degrees of epistemic access, both “from the inside” and from a third

person perspective, even from a scientific perspective. We thus preserve the Lock-

ean desideratum that we should not appeal to mysterious, inaccessible metaphysical

postulates in our account.

2.5.1 Problems with Parfit’s psychology-based account of per-

sonal identity

Though Parfit’s account is a famously strong formulation of a Lockean continuity

of consciousness account of personal identity, and has become a reference point

for discussion for both detractors and proponents of Lockean and psychological

criterion views, Parfit himself was the first critic of this psychological continuity

criterion. He did not believe that the PCC yields a proper identity relation, and he

therefore concludes that it could not be a criterion for a metaphysical account of the

numerical identity of persons.

Indeed, his project in Reasons and Persons (Part Three: “Personal Identity”)

was to give the strongest articulation of a conventional metaphysical criterion of

personal identity, see how it fails, and instead argue that what we care about when
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we appeal to notions of personal identity is not actually a metaphysical identity re-

lation after all. As with the Forensic Reading of Locke, for Parfit what we normally

care about in personal identity, things such as moral and social accountability, our

sense of a link across time with the past and the future, and so on, things which

Parfit collectively refers to under the heading “survival”, really do not, and do not

need to, presuppose any underlying identity relation.

2.5.1.1 Bifurcation

One of the most illustrative among the many examples Parfit offers to support

this argument is that psychological continuity can apparently be split into multiple

branches as time passes, in a way that is incompatible with a numerical identity

relation.

Parfit begins from Nagel’s discussion of brain bisection in Brain Bisection And

The Unity Of Consciousness (1971). Brain bisection is a not uncommon procedure

where the two main hemispheres of the human brain have the connecting tissue

between them surgically severed. This is done to isolate specific parts of the brain

of epilepsy sufferers so that when they have a seizure, the impact is much more

localised and much less severe. The procedure does work well for managing the

epileptic seizures. But a peculiar side effect has been documented in many patients.

As is well known, each hemisphere of the brain controls the opposite half of

the human body. Even after a brain bisection procedure, in most cases both sides

of the body, and therefore both hemispheres, tend to receive similar sensory inputs

and can therefore coordinate action almost as well as if no procedure had occurred.

But if each half is served different sensory inputs, as has been done in carefully

controlled experimental conditions, it seems that each half is only aware of inputs

served to the side of the body it controls, and is completely unaware of the sensory

input the other half received.

And the separation can be even more dramatic. The two halves can also differ

on goals and desires. An often quoted example is that of one patient who grabbed

his wife with his left hand and shook her violently. Immediately, his right hand
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intervened to grab and stop his left hand.45 For whatever reason, each half had

formed a different outlook on the situation they found themselves in, and based on

that divergent outlook, they each developed a different intentional response, which

then manifested as an overt behavioural conflict between the two halves.

What does this say about personal identity? Different metaphysical charac-

terisations of such a situation have been proposed (e.g. as outlined, for example,

by Bayne and Chalmers, 2003), but on any criterion of personal identity which is

grounded exclusively in psychological facts about individuated consciousnesses, I

believe we must conclude that there are now two persons that live in such a pa-

tient’s body. This is because each half clearly exhibits different intentions, and the

controlled experiments indicate that they have synchronically distinct psychological

states and conscious representations. Each brain half, therefore seems to develop

something like a distinct locus of subjective experience.

Moreover, we must also concede that both these new persons are psycholo-

gically continuous with the person prior to the operation. Each will have some

memories of being the pre-operation person – at least enough for a q-memory chain

to be established. Each will also inherit at least some of the pre-operation person’s

inclinations, habits of thought and action, plans and aspirations, and so on.

One might expect that each half would inherit at most half of those psycholo-

gical features from the pre-operation person. But this does not seem to be the case.

As far as we can tell, each half inherits more than half – something that occurs

when the particular brain encodes any of the individual psychological features in

both halves of the brain. Indeed, perhaps the infrequency of overt conflicts between

the halves in patients who have undergone the operation is evidence of just how

much overlap there typically is between the psychological features that get encoded

in each hemisphere of the brain.

If this picture accurately describes what happens in patients with brain bisec-

tion, then these cases are a clear demonstration of the fact that psychological con-

tinuity is divisible – not just in principle, in sci-fi thought experiments, but in actual,

45See more empirical research on this topic in Coon and Mitterer (2013).
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current reality. And if psychological continuity is divisible in this way, then we have

a new problem of transitivity.

Call the person pre-operation X . Call the manifest separate consciousnesses

in each brain hemisphere after the operation Y1 and Y2 respectively. The following

should all be true:

1. Y1 can (q-)remember being X – psychological continuity going backwards in

time holds between Y1 and X .

2. X has consented to the operation and to the transformation of the brain which

leads to the emergence of Y1. Y1 is the recipient of X’s goals, plans and inten-

tions. Y1 would also appropriate these same goals, plans and intentions as its

own, and so inherits, for the most part, the psychology of X46 – psychological

continuity going forwards in time holds between X and Y1.

Here Parfit’s Psychological Continuity Criterion is met between X and Y1. If this

criterion is a criterion of personal identity, then X and Y1 are the same person. How-

ever, Y2 stands in the exact same relationship to X . The following are also equally

true:

3. Y2 can (q-)remember being X – psychological continuity going backwards in

time holds between Y2 and X .

4. X has consented to the operation and to the transformation of the brain which

leads to the emergence of Y2. Y2 is the recipient of X’s goals, plans and inten-

tions. It seems also that Y2 appropriates these same goals, plans and intentions

as its own, and so inherits, for the most part, the psychology of X – psycho-

logical continuity going forwards in time holds between X and Y2.
46There is room to quibble over this. There are clearly certain things which the Y consciousnesses

lose psychologically relative to X. The most obvious is the capacity to perceive and manipulate a
whole human body. That must be acknowledged to make a material difference to the mental life of
these consciousnesses as compared to the mental life of X, in the same way that one’s perception is
not the same if one loses an eye, and one’s capacity to interact with the environment is not the same
if one loses an arm and a leg. But in the same way that psychological continuity is not destroyed
by losing and eye or a couple of limbs, so it would not seem to be destroyed here. Some qualitative
aspects of consciousness are getting lost, but not the sense of continuity. Certainly the bisection
patients do not feel to be radically different persons, despite the loss of some perceptual and motor
capacities.
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The Psychological Continuity Criterion holds equally between X and Y2. Which

entails that X and Y2 are the same person.

An identity relationship should be transitive. So if Y1 is numerically identical to

X and X is numerically identical to Y2, then Y1 should be numerically identical to Y2.

Yet Y1 and Y2 are not, as we have seen even qualitatively fully alike. Each perceives

a slightly different part of reality. Each experiences and controls a different half

of a human body. And each can form intentions, desires and goals that deviate

strongly from what the other half is doing, or indeed what the shared body is able

to accommodate. Moreover, each is physically located in a different place in space.

This should mean that Y1 and Y2 are also not identical numerically.

Robert Nozick (1981) has sought to address the transitivity problem by suggesting

that if instead of the normal bisection scenario presented, one hemisphere was com-

pletely removed and destroyed, then we could say, and we would indeed be inclined

to say, that the consciousness of the remaining hemisphere is personally identical

with the person prior the operation. We would in fact expect a human to survive

such an operation.47

But if both hemispheres survive and develop separate, divergent conscious-

nesses, then it is clear that they are not personally identical with each other, so they

must therefore be distinct from the pre-operation person as well.48

47There are well publicised examples of people who have survived such interventions with only
minor impairments, especially in young age – e.g. Cameron Mott, or ‘Case Alex’ (Vargha-Khadem
et al., 1997)

48It is usually taken as a given that we cannot choose just one of two surviving hemisphere to be
continuous with the person before the bisection in any non-arbitrary way. This point, I believe, is
debatable. The two hemispheres are not symmetrical mirror images of each other. And in general one
dominates over the other. A fact that may or may not be salient, for example, is that in all patients,
speech continued to be performed by the left-hemisphere, unchallenged. The left hemisphere is
almost always better developed for speech than the right. And it would be fair to argue that speech
and the ability to think in words would be an essential part of psychological continuity. Which would
in turn make it possible to argue that if the right hemisphere is markedly worse at being “conscious
in words”, it may have less of a claim to psychological continuity than the left hemisphere. It could
even be argued that this kind of psychological discontinuity, the loss of being able to be “conscious
in words”, is comparable to psychological discontinuities such as the severe loss of memory, which,
for psychological criterion proponents, would interrupt a personal identity.

To confuse matters further, evidence (e.g. Metcalfe et al., 1995) suggests that there is significant
hemisphere specialisation with regards to memory, and it is in the right hemisphere that most of
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So in a case where:

1. Brain X undergoes a brain bisection operation.

2. The left brain hemisphere after the operation is designated Y1.

3. The right brain hemisphere after the operation is designated Y2.

If brain Y1 and Y2 both survive, then:

4. The consciousness of Y1 is not identical to the consciousness of Y2.

5. The person corresponding to the consciousness of Y1 is not identical to the

person corresponding to the consciousness of X .

6. The person corresponding to the consciousness of Y2 is not identical to the

person corresponding to the consciousness of X .

Otherwise,

7. If Y1 is destroyed, then the person corresponding to the consciousness of Y2 is

identical to the person corresponding to the consciousness of X .

8. Or if Y2 is destroyed, then the person corresponding to the consciousness of

Y1 is identical to the person corresponding to the consciousness of X .

In other words, Nozick argues that psychological continuity is the criterion of per-

sonal identity, but only if this continuity is non-branching. If branching occurs,

neither branch maintains identity with the pre-operation person, even if there is

psychological continuity.

But Parfit addresses this proposition as well.49 Suppose we are happy with

points 4, 5 and 6, if both Y1 and Y2 survive. Neither gets to be identical with X . But

it, and most of the parts of memory we would regard as especially salient to personal identity, are
located. I do not know what to conclude from these facts, but it does seem to me that one cannot just
automatically assume that each of the bisected hemispheres would be equally (or equivalently) con-
tinuous with the pre-bisection brain. That would be a contingent fact, and also one to be empirically
established for each hemisphere of each bisected brain.

49In a separate example about brain transplants in Chapter 12, Section 89.
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now consider the situation of the consciousness of Y1 in isolation. The conscious-

ness of Y1 wakes up on the operating table. He has not yet moved or tried to interact

with the environment, so he is not aware of whether Y2 still survives, or whether he

has been removed and destroyed. Y1 feels he is psychologically continuous with the

consciousness of X , and would like to say that he is the same person as X . But he

cannot. If Nozick is right, he has to wait to find out what has happened to Y2 before

he knows whether he is indeed the same person as X .

As Parfit argues, whether the consciousness of Y1 and the consciousness of

X are personally identical should be determined only by facts about each of them

and the relationship between those facts. It should not depend on facts about third

objects and their relationships – in this case, on the contingent fact of whether on Y2

is destroyed, or survives to develop a parallel consciousness. An object’s identity

should be a necessary relation to itself, not a contingent relationship between two

objects, dependent on contingent events outside of each of the two.50

2.5.1.2 Similarity vs. Identity: the inherent limit to any psychology-

based account of personal identity

The insights gleaned from the bifurcation example51 ultimately point to a more

fundamental metaphysical issue, an issue that Parfit contends should be fatal to any

psychology-based account: there is an intractable gap between what a metaphysical

criterion of identity proper needs, and the most that any psychological criterion can

offer.

Any kind of chains of psychological “connection” or “connectedness”, indeed

any diachronic relationship between mental states, can only be predicated on qual-

itative similarity. It seems proper to the essence of conscious experience that it is

the experience of change, that the content of experience changes in relatively quick

succession. Even if from one moment to the next, much of our underlying psycho-

logical constitution will likely remain stable, something about our consciousness

50Moreover, this view is also outside of the category of psychology-based theories of personal
identity, for the same reason: the identity relation is rendered dependent on contingent, non-
psychological facts.

51And also hinted at in the other examples Parfit covers.
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will change to some degree. For example, at least something about our sensory

experience will likely change. Against this ceaseless change, it is not at all obvi-

ous whether, or how, mental states could maintain identity over any two discreet

moments of time.

These changes amplify over time. The General will have few of the same

psychological features, dispositions and so on as the Boy. They certainly do not

have a large overlap in episodic memories, for example.

Still, between the General and the Boy there does exist a “q-memory chain”,

as well as a Parfitian chain of psychological continuity. The changes in the Of-

ficer’s psychology from Boy to General occur gradually over time. And between

any moment of his life and a recent previous moment, there is enough qualitative

“connectedness” that there never arises a question as to his psychological continu-

ity or the persistence of his personal identity. Because this is so, because the large

qualitative difference between the psychological constitution of the Boy and that

of the General can be mediated by a series of interim transitions, which, from one

moment to another, from one day to the next, are virtually negligible, it is scarcely

noticeable that we are trying to ground a criterion for numerical identity in what is

fundamentally merely qualitative similarity.

But the problem becomes glaring if we stipulate an example where there are

no smooth transitions in between radical qualitative changes. Parfit (Chapter 11,

Section 84) proposes an imaginary intervention on one’s psychological continuity

along what he calls the “psychological spectrum”, developing a thought experiment

first proposed by Bernard Williams (1973):

“I am the prisoner of some callous neuro-surgeon, who intends to dis-

rupt my psychological continuity by tampering with my brain. I shall be

conscious while he operates [. . . ] He will first activate some neurodes

that will give me amnesia. I shall suddenly lose all of my memories

of my life [. . . ] The surgeon next tells me that [. . . ] he will later flip

another switch, that will cause me to believe that I am Napoleon, and

will give me apparent memories of Napoleon’s life. [. . . ] The surgeon
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then tells me that [. . . ] he will later flip a third switch, that will change

my character so that it becomes just like Napoleon’s.”

Parfit then invites us to consider the following alternative scenarios to Williams’s

example:

S1: the neuro-surgeon modifies only one small aspect of my psychology – e.g. he

flips off the receptors which tell the brain when I have had enough to eat, and

this renders me hungry.

S2: the neuro-surgeon modifies all aspects of my psychology so that now my

body would be the vehicle for the continuation of Napoleon’s psychology.

S3: the neuro-surgeon modifies exactly half of the entire set of psychological

facts attributable to my brain, and changes them to the values they would

have had for Napoleon.

How would we describe each of these scenarios in terms of what happens to my

personal identity? It seems obvious that in S1 personal identity must be preserved.

This change is no more significant or drastic than most changes of conscious aware-

ness that each of us endures every day. On Parfit’s definition of psychological con-

nectedness, we would have to say that S2 is equally unambiguous: if my present

psychology is completely erased in this manner, then the person that I am ceases to

exist.52

But in S3 it is not at all obvious what we should say. What we could do is

further refine the psychological continuity criterion to stipulate that for the post-

operation person to be me, their psychology should have inherited just over half of

my current psychology. So if Parfit’s definition of personal identity as psychological

continuity is:

X at t1 is the same person as Y at t2 if and only if X is uniquely psycho-

logically continuous with Y, where psychological continuity consists in

52Whether my body thus goes on to be host to the person that is Napoleon is another matter,
and may in part depend on how we stipulate the transfer of his psychology into my body to have
happened.
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overlapping chains of strong psychological connectedness, itself con-

sisting in significant numbers of direct psychological connections like

memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of character.

Then we define “significant numbers” as:

At least half plus one of all psychological connections like memories,

intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of character.

And “strong psychological connectedness” as:

Maintain the same qualitative value from t1 to t2.

But can one or two extra features be truly salient to whether I am the same person?

Does it make sense to say that the person that I am does not survive if the surgeon

switches over half-plus-one features, but I will be personally identical with the post-

operation person if the surgeon only switches over half-minus-one features?

Exactly on what grounds could I say that if the person post-operation has half-

plus-one of my features, then they will be the same person as I am? I should think

that roughly half of my psychology combined with roughly half of somebody else’s

psychology would produce a person rather different to both of us when combined.

The ways in which psychological aspects from the two different provenances would

interact to amplify each other, or to cancel each other out, may well produce a

person who is psychologically and behaviourally unrecognisable from either of its

two progenitors.

But then how much of my psychology would the post-operation person need

to inherit in order for them to still be me in any recognisable sense? Parfit’s point is

that there is no non-arbitrary way to stipulate this in our definition. And the problem

stems from the fact that the criterion we are attempting to use to establish for the

numerical identity of the person is, in this case fundamentally and unavoidably, one

of qualitative similarity.

The question of numerical identity requires a binary answer: either I am

identical to the post-operation person or I am not. And because this question only
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admits a binary answer, it contains within it no implicit prescription about the mag-

nitude of qualitative similarity along the psychological spectrum we should require.

As a consequence, whatever we stipulate will be arbitrary.

But more than the arbitrary nature of any thresholds we might define, there are

two further questions that any choice of threshold will raise:

Q1: Is there a large enough difference between the case just above and the case

just below the selected threshold to explain a distinction as between survival

and death?

Q2: Does stipulating whether in one case personal identity is preserved and in the

next it is not actually add anything informative to the description of the cases?

These questions capture the heap-like behaviour of the notion of psychological con-

tinuity. As we add grains of wheat, one by one, to a collection of other such grains,

at which extra grain does the following extra fact about the collection become true:

that the collection is now a “heap”?53 Similarly, as the surgeon adds more of our

features to the S3 case,54 at which point does the PCC give us the extra fact of

whether I have “survived”?

The PCC cannot give us this extra fact. And without the fact of survival we

also cannot have the fact of a numerical identity relation. This is a conclusion which

Parfit readily accepts. He concedes that in order to get a proper identity relation, we

need some kind of “extra fact” theory that can give us a distinction between survival

and death commensurate to the kind of concern we would normally have about our

own survival. But he does not believe there is any reason to suppose than any such

extra fact exists.55 This is why he ultimately abandons the project of trying to define

a criterion for the numerical identity of persons over time.

Yet he retains that in all this discussion about “personal identity” it is never-

theless the psychological continuity that is important, rather than any metaphysical

53For a recent detailed discussion of the infamous Sorites Paradox, see e.g. Hyde and Raffman
(2018).

54Or to be precise, fails to subtract features from us.
55His entire Chapter 11 is dedicated to arguing just this.
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identity relation, because the psychological continuity delineates the proper “unit”56

of moral concern. Parfit therefore remains very much a Lockean.

2.6 David Lewis’s Four-dimensionalism

Attempts have been made to salvage the PCC as the basis of a metaphysical identity

relation. One of the best known, and I believe most illustrative, is Lewis’s effort in

Survival and Identity (1983), consequently termed “four-dimensionalism”.

Lewis starts from a notion of the person that is, by definition, temporally ex-

tended (and thus, “four-dimensional”). When he needs to disambiguate, he refers to

this notion as the “continuant person”. That persons persist through time is some-

thing we have assumed in the foregoing discussion as well. He then describes a

short temporal segment of the person as a “person stage”.

The relationship between these two notions is as follows:

“something is a continuant person if and only if it is a maximal R-

interrelated aggregate of person-stages. That is: if and only if it is an

aggregate of person-stages, each of which is R-related to all the rest

(and to itself), and it is a proper part of no other such aggregate.”

(pp. 60)

Where the “R-relation” is defined as:

“the relation of mental continuity and connectedness among person-

stages that matters in survival.”

(pp. 58)

Or, in other words, the R-relation is the relation yielded by the psychological con-

tinuity criterion. Thus, a continuant person is the maximal set of psychologically

continuous and connected person stages.

But more than distinct notions, Lewis contends that “continuant person” and

“person stage” are in fact distinct entities:
56Though obviously, “unit” here is not meant to entail something like a real object with numerical

identity, but something more akin to the forensic “persona” discussed above (p. 76).
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“A person-stage is a physical object, just as a person is. (If persons

had a ghostly part as well, so would person-stages.) It does many of

the same things that a person does: it talks and walks and thinks, it has

beliefs and desires, it has a size and shape and location. It even has a

temporal duration. But only a brief one, for it does not last long. (We

can pass over the question how long it can last before it is a segment

rather than a stage, for that question raises no objection of principle.) It

begins to exist abruptly, and it abruptly ceases to exist soon after.”

(pp. 76)

So the relationship between a person stage and a continuant person is somewhat

like that of a kidney to a human animal: a distinct entity that is the proper part of

another distinct entity.

If person stage entities compose continuant persons in this way, then, prima

facie, Lewis argues, this allows one person stage to be a proper part of more than

one continuant person.57 This would help describe what is happening in the case of

bifurcation: the person stages of the pre-operation person belonged to two distinct

continuant persons who were, at that time, indiscernible. The two continuant per-

sons became discernible following the brain bisection procedure, as the respective

consciousness of each half of the brain began to diverge. Because we have always

had two continuant persons co-occurring over the same succession of person stages

prior to the bisection procedure, even if we were not aware of that fact, there is thus

no problem of transitivity raised by the bifurcation scenario.

Lewis moreover argues that this approach can also solve all the other issues

with the PCC, including the one Parfit argued was lethal, that psychological continu-

ity and connectedness can only be established between person stages by qualitative

similarity, whereas the presence of a metaphysical unity with numerical identity is

a matter of binary fact.

The error, in his view, is to try to establish identity between obviously distinct

person stages by the R-relation. A person stage should only be taken to be identical
57In an equivalent manner to how sometimes conjoined twins share one organ between them (most

frequently the liver), for example.
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to itself and nothing else. Instead, the unity that relates a person stage to another

person stage is the identity of the continuant person. But the identity of the con-

tinuant person does not induce an identity relation either between it and any person

stage, or between any of its constituent person stages. Instead, what is produced

is a different kind of relation entirely. Lewis calls it the “I-relation”, defined as

“the relation that holds between the several stages of a single continuant person [. . .

induced by the identity of the continuant person]” (pp. 59).

The obvious question then is how do the R-relation and the I-relation relate to

one another? So far, the I-relation is merely a formal construct that follows logic-

ally from Lewis’s definitions of continuant persons and person stages respectively,

but without any positive content. A theorist may now propose their own preferred

positive account of what substantive fact underpins the I-relation, if indeed such a

fact exists at all.

Lewis proposes that the I-relation has the precise positive content of the R-

relation: i.e. psychological continuity and connectedness. The two relations are

therefore, co-extensive, which, according to Lewis, is to say identical.

Like the R-relation, the I-relation is not an identity relation. And like the R-

relation, the I-relation admits of degrees: “identity certainly cannot be a matter of

degree. But the I-relation is not defined in terms of identity alone. It derives also

from personhood: the property of being a continuant person. Thus personal identity

may be a matter of degree because personhood is a matter of degree, even though

identity is not” (pp. 67).58

Thus, between person stages we do indeed only have relations that hold be

degree, predicated upon psychological qualitative similarity (i.e. the I/R-relation),

but that has no bearing on the binary, all-or-nothing, identity of the continuant per-

son to whom these person stages belong. That can, and does, remain a normal,

well-behaved numerical identity relation in the classical sense.

58Somewhat unfortunate phrasing here in the original text, but I read this to imply that Lewis
believes that the phrase “personal identity” does not refer to the identity relation, but instead to the
I-relation (and consequently the R-relation).
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2.6.1 The Problem of the Many, redux

The first obvious issue with four-dimensionalism, however, is that if one person

stage can belong to more than one continuant person, this “leads to overpopulation.”

(pp. 62)

How many persons are currently in the chair, writing this? I would like to

think that there is one. According to Lewis, there may be one. But if tomorrow I

get my brain bisected, there are currently at least two persons sitting in the chair.

If at any later point in time, any further divisions of the resulting R-related streams

of consciousness happen, then there are currently even more persons sitting in the

chair.

To his credit, Lewis does bite the bullet on this conclusion – at least to a point.

Thus, he concedes that there are more than one person in the chair, but then argues

that this does not clash with our intuitions and our ordinary way of counting people,

because, according to him, we do not need to be counting by identity. He proposes

that we can also count people by other relations. In this case, he proposes that we

count the number of people in the chair by a relation he calls “tensed identity”:

“We might count not by identity but by a weaker relation. Let us say

that continuants C1 and C2 are identical-at-time-t if and only if they

both exist at t and their stages at t are identical. (More precisely: C1

and C2 both have stages at t, and all and only stages of C1 at t are

stages of C2 at t.) I shall speak of such relations of identity-at-a-time

as relations of tensed identity. Tensed identity is not a kind of iden-

tity. It is not identity among stages, but rather a derivative relation

among continuants which is induced by identity among stages. It is

not identity among continuants, but rather a relation that is weaker than

identity whenever different continuants have stages in common. If we

count continuants by tensed identity rather than by identity, we will get

the right answer—the answer that agrees with the answer we get by

counting stages—even if there is overlap. [. . . ] Counting by identity

simpliciter there were two; but in talking about the events of yesterday
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it is as unnatural to count by identity as it is to count by identity-today.”

(pp. 63)

“It may be disconcerting that we can have a single name for one person

(counting by tensed identity) who is really two nonidentical persons

because he will later fission. Isn’t the name ambiguous? Yes; but so

long as its two bearers are indiscernible in the respects we want to talk

about, the ambiguity is harmless.” (pp. 64-65)

So here it seems that we name people and count them not by their identity, but by

their qualitative similarity, by which the two persons are indiscernible at a specified

time. Explicitly, Lewis argues:

“Of course my cure for overpopulation—counting by tensed iden-

tity—also requires a definite point of reference. But let us count by

identity, if we count from the standpoint of no definite time. How many

persons were involved in an episode of fission long ago? I say: two.

[...] Isn’t two the correct answer?” (pp. 72)

Well, maybe not – not even by Lewis’s own argument elsewhere in the very same

paper (pp. 65-70). Because the Problem of the Many here gets a number of vari-

ations, the worst of which must be the temporal. Lewis himself gives the following

example:

“Suppose, for simplicity, that any two stages of Methuselah that are

separated by no more than 137 years are R-related; and any two of his

stages that are separated by more than 137 years are not R-related. (For

the time being, we may pretend that R-relatedness is all-or-nothing,

with a sharp cutoff.)

“If the R-relation and the I-relation are the same, this means that two of

Methuselah’s stages belong to a single continuant person if and only if

they are no more than 137 years apart. (Therefore the whole of Methu-

selah is not a single person.) [...]
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“Methuselah spends his 300th birthday alone in his room. How many

persons are in that room? There are infinitely many different 137-year

segments that include all of Methuselah’s stages on his 300th birth-

day. One begins at the end of Methuselah’s 163rd birthday and ends

at the end of his 300th birthday; another begins at the beginning of his

300th and ends at the beginning of his 437th. Between these two are a

continuum of other 137-year segments. No two of them are identical.

Every one of them puts in an appearance (has a stage) in Methuselah’s

room on Methuselah’s 300th birthday. Every one of them is a continu-

ant person, given our supposition that Methuselah’s stages are R-related

if and only if they are not more than 137 years apart, and given that con-

tinuant persons are all and only maximal R-interrelated aggregates of

person-stages. It begins to seem crowded in Methuselah’s room!”

(pp. 66-67).

Thus by “tensed identity”, or indiscernibility, we have one Methuselah in his room

on his 300th birthday. But by the identity of continuant persons we have an infinity

of continuant Methuselahs in the room.

So no. It is not obvious that there are just two persons involved in the fission

case. Depending on how the R-relation cut-off works among temporally success-

ive person stages, for all we know, there can be many more (continuant) persons

involved. Indeed, there can be an infinity of persons involved. It all depends on

contingent facts that may or may not happen in the future about how long the per-

sons involved survive, how their mental connectedness and continuity holds up in

the face of the vagaries of the world, and so on.

To the temporal Problem of the Many, Lewis also proffers the “tensed identity”

solution:

“Tensed identity to the rescue once more. True, there are continuum

many non-identical continuant persons in the room. But, counting by

the appropriate relation of tensed identity, there is only one. All the con-

tinuum many nonidentical continuant persons are identical-at-the-time-
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in-question, since they all share the single stage at that time. Granted

that we may count by tensed identity, there is no over-crowding.”

(pp. 67)

But is this a compelling answer?

First of all, the initial purpose of this discussion here was that we needed to be

able to identify and count persons, as entities that persist over time. Counting by

“tensed identity”, which is to say counting person stages at one specified time, is

not an answer to a problem we had. Such counting is trivially done. Retreating to

“tensed identity” leaves all the questions about the diachronic identity of (continu-

ant) persons unanswered.

This is strongly reinforced by the second problem: suppose we could perhaps

stomach the proposition that there are two persons currently sitting in the chair, or

potentially two persons in the chair if my brain hemispheres ever get bisected in the

future. But then the temporal Problem of the Many kicks in, at which point there

may well be an infinity of people in the chair, or potentially an infinity: because we

don’t know, because that fact could only be known in the future and is contingent

on facts yet to be real. “Infinity” is not either a theoretically or a practically useful

answer to a counting problem. And here it is just a fanciful way to plead our ignor-

ance: the fact of the matter is that by this theory we really have no inkling about

how many persons really are sitting in the chair. But in any case, I am probably

wrong to yield to my intuition and be confident that there is only one person there.

The fundamental issue highlighted by the Problem of the Many is that of ignor-

ance. Even setting aside the obviously absurd implications of the temporal Problem

of the Many, so long as any version of the Problem of the Many is allowed to stand,

as Lewis indeed explicitly does when he embraces the possibility that there are two

persons sitting in the chair now, we do not, and cannot, know how many persons

actually are in the chair.

This then brings us back to the Lockean desideratum of empirical access. Un-

der the metaphysical schema proposed by Lewis, we know exactly one thing: there

is one person stage sitting in the chair. But we already knew that. And if a person
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stage is indeed a metaphysical entity that is distinct from the person entity proper,

then we really do not know anything useful about persons proper. We do not know

how many persons proper are in the chair, I do not know where the continuant per-

son I am supposed to be begins, and where it ends, and so on. Once again, it is

only from a God’s eye view of the universe that anyone could know any of the facts

of the identity of persons. So what we are left with may well be a perfectly logic-

ally consistent metaphysical picture, but not a useful theory that tells us anything

informative and non-trivial about whether I am the same one person this morning

as the one who went to bed last night.

I described Lewis’s response to Parfit’s critique of the PCC illustrative earlier be-

cause it follows a pattern we have observed recurring throughout this chapter: in re-

sponse to inaccessible metaphysical postulated unities such as the souls of Locke’s

contemporaries, philosophers have tried to develop theories of identity predicated

on epistemically accessible criteria; subsequently, in response to the ill-behaved

relations produced by the epistemically accessible criteria which have never be-

haved like proper numerical identity relations, other philosophers have been forced

to postulate ostensibly different inaccessible metaphysical unities, like the “continu-

ous consciousnesses” from the Second Reading of Locke (p. 90 above), or Lewis’s

continuant persons.

Yet by the end of it all, no theoretical or practical progress has been made:

Lewis’s continuant persons may well be souls for all we know, and for all the dif-

ference that would make to our efforts to define personal identity. They are a non-

answer to the problem in the exact same way.

To make a broader meta-philosophical observation: if we suppose or hypo-

thesise an underlying unity, such as the soul or the continuous consciousness or the

continuant person, we can make the evidence, which is to say the empirically ac-

cessible active psychology of the person considered at a discrete moment in time, fit

into the picture proposed by the metaphysical hypothesis. The problem, however,

is that we can fit the “evidence” into a huge array of such hypothetical unities, not
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just the ones covered here: souls, continuous consciousnesses (Locke Second Read-

ing), and four-dimensional continuant persons. Moreover, the “evidence” does not

recommend any one of the unities proposed as the one more likely to be correct, or

indeed, that there exists such a unity at all. If this observation is correct, I cannot see

how theoretical progress can be made on the problem of personal identity through

the approaches taken so far in the literature.

2.7 Conclusions so far

In psychological criterion approaches where we ground our notion of personal iden-

tity in “consciousness”, we appear constrained by a binary choice of how we con-

strue that notion consciousness:

1. Do we understand consciousness as just the set of accessible psychological

traits we are familiar with “from the inside”?

2. Or must we appeal to a notion of consciousness as a deeper underlying meta-

physical unity which is very similar to the soul in what it looks like and the

functions it performs?

If we try the psychological reductionist approach (1), then, with Parfit, we find that

the only way to establish diachronic numerical identity is on the basis of psycho-

logical qualitative similarity. Even if such qualitative similarity is uniquely strong,

and usually sufficient for assigning numerical identity in practical situations, this

cannot do as a theory of identity. The assignation will be necessarily arbitrary, and

arbitrary delimitations to a metaphysical concept are fatal to that concept. The most

that can be done in this situation then is to do what Parfit has done: set aside the

metaphysical numerical identity relation and work with a purely practical, if con-

ceptually vague, forensic notion of personal identity.

If, conversely, we go via the metaphysical unity route (2), then all we will have

done is revive the soul – and all its mysteries. At best, we will have produced a

subtly redefined notion of the soul, but we will not have solved any of the funda-

mental problems that prompted Locke’s effort in the first place: the most notable
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one is that we are still none the wiser about where the person begins and where they

end, thus leaving us with no answer to the question of my identity over time. We

are frivolously postulating mysterious, invisible entities with no substantive explan-

atory power, and therefore no theoretical use.

Nor would it help to retreat back to continuous cognitive function, nor even

the continuous biological function of last chapter. Both cognitive and biological

continuities are just as badly behaved as relations as psychological continuity, and

for much the same reasons. Cognitive function bifurcates, i.e. divides, in just the

same way in a brain bisection scenario. And the continuous biological function of

cells divides as a matter of biological imperative when cell division occurs as part

of their normal reproductive cycle. Both kinds of function can also conceivably

merge.

Both cognitive and biological continuities appear prima facie justified as cri-

teria for identity for reasons of continuity and connectedness, which is to say for

qualitative similarity and spatio-temporal adjacency, in the same way as the PCC.

And both consequently suffer the same challenge of arbitrary prescriptions when

sufficiently large disruptions of continuity and connectedness are either observed or

stipulated.

In short, none of the empirically tractable, plausible criteria, whether psycholo-

gical, cognitive or biological, allow us to ground a well behaved numerical identity

relation for persons. And none of the metaphysical unities proposed as underpin-

ning some well behaved numerical identity relation for persons, whether souls, con-

tinuous consciousnesses or four-dimensional continuant persons, are in any mean-

ingful way empirically accessible, and therefore theoretically useful.

And yet, we, philosophers and folk alike, continue to happily use the notions of

personhood and personal identity in our day to day. How? In order to make any

progress on the metaphysics of these notions, we might need to look empirically at

exactly what it is that we do when we, as human beings, in our social environment,

use them to mediate our interactions. This appears to me to be the most likely path
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towards a better understanding of these notions and towards at least some theoretical

progress in characterising them.
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Part II

Empirical Second-order Theories
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Despite this observed failure of philosophers to come up with a metaphysically sat-

isfying account of the numerical identity of persons,1 one thing remains striking: we

are all, philosophers and non-philosophers alike, quite able to employ the concept

in our ethical practice. And what is more, we do so with considerable consistency.

For example, we have little trouble re-identifying people most of the time. We

can re-identify people we went to school with decades later. Go to your 20 years

high school reunion and you will have almost no problems recognising old friends.

This even though most of your old school friends will look quite different, and will

likely have grown to be noticeably psychologically different.

By contrast, the situations where we struggle to re-identify people are much

more unusual and will typically require extraordinary intervening factors. Failure

to recognise someone years later will normally involve something as extreme as

serious injury for them, or some kind of unusual memory impairment for us.2 And

if we found it difficult to recognise “the same person” in what would otherwise

obviously be the same human body, that would also be a consequence of some rad-

ical psychological/behavioural discontinuity caused by something like brain injury,

advanced dementia, or other significant trauma.

What is more, even in these latter cases where we do struggle to re-identify

people, we usually agree over how we should go about the re-identifying. If I

am failing to recognise a human being I met before, that is quite easily rectified:

they can identify themselves to me, and I will, in most cases, easily recognise their

speech and character, the situations they recall where we have met before and so

on, and I will be able to make the re-identification. Conversely, if I am failing

to recognise the character attached to a human being I have encountered before

because of some kind of radical psychological discontinuity, we would often still

agree on whether this person now standing before us is “the same person” we knew

before or not.

The procedure and the epistemic criteria we use to make these physical or

1At least, to my knowledge.
2Or some kind of pre-existing condition like Prosopagnosia, where patients are clinically unable

to recognise faces in general.
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psychological re-identifications may not be transparent to us even as we use them,

but we do seem to employ them with a fair amount of consistency: disagreement

between observers on these kinds of judgements is relatively rare, and when it oc-

curs, the disagreement is often resolvable through discussion.

Thus, given our ignorance of explicit metaphysical criteria for personal iden-

tity, what is remarkable about the problem of personal identity is not so much the

edge cases where we struggle to make a re-identification judgement – even if it

is quite natural that philosophers should be most interested in those cases. In-

stead, what is remarkable is the degree of consistency with which we can make

re-identification judgements and employ the concept of personal identity pragmat-

ically. The moment we attempt to properly define the concept, it dissolves before

us. But the very next moment, we are quite capable of using it successfully, almost

as if we did in fact know all we needed to know about it.

It is therefore reasonable to ask what it is that we do when we employ this

concept in practice. Following one of Locke’s driving intuitions, we can and should

look at least those things to which we have epistemic access. Metaphysical ignor-

ance aside, our success at using the notion does suggest that we should seek to

explain at least this practical, every-day usage of the notions of personhood and

personal identity, empirically. Part II presents some of the efforts present in the

philosophical literature to do just that, and also my own proposals about what we

can say about the positive content of these notions and how we should go about

further developing our understanding of their usage.
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Chapter 3

Forensic Personhood

As observed by Locke and most of his commentators in the previous chapter, one as-

pect of personal identity we seem to care most about is accountability. And though

our efforts so far have not yielded satisfactory metaphysical criteria for the numer-

ical identity of persons, one aspect of the discussion in chapter 2 that does survive

the analysis so far is the possibility that Parfit’s Psychological Continuity Criterion

(PCC) may provide a reasonably accurate empirical description of what we care

about in personal identity along the lines of the notion of forensic personhood dis-

cussed in the First revised Reading of Locke above (p. 76): that is to say personal

identity so far as moral and social accountability is concerned. This therefore seems

like a reasonable starting point of an empirical analysis of what it is that we humans

are doing when we employ the concepts of personhood and personal identity.

The questions we would be seeking to address then, are:

1. Broadly:1 to what extent would a “forensic” notion of personal identity cap-

ture and describe the underlying notions of personhood and personal identity

that appear implicit in our ordinary usage?

2. And, more specifically in this chapter: to what extent does Parfit’s PCC

provide an empirically accurate picture of how we make judgements of ac-

countability?

To begin, in chapter 2 (p. 81), we have defined the notion of forensic personal

1In this and the following chapters.
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identity as:

FP: The term “person” refers to, and only to, the set of thoughts and

actions from the present and the past for which a currently existing

consciousness can be held accountable.2

Under this definition then, the contours of forensic personhood and personal identity

would be coextensive with and drawn entirely by the notion of accountability.

Historically, this discussion would have been had along the lines of moral re-

sponsibility, as we have seen in the previous chapter with Locke. But moral re-

sponsibility is just one kind of accountability, and it is not the only kind that we

use in our inter-personal interactions day-to-day. There are also legal, social and

perhaps other kinds of accountability. Moral responsibility is what an individual is

accountable3 for with respect to morality. But individuals are taken to have obliga-

tions beyond the requirements of morality. They will have legal obligations that are

morally neutral, they will be subject to morally neutral social expectations, such as

expectations of etiquette, they may have commitments made to and therefore incur

obligations towards themselves, and so on. By the term accountability simpliciter I

refer to all of these.

The notion of accountability presupposes the existence of a subject of account-

ability – our “forensic person”. Every kind of accountability conceptually presup-

poses that there is an individual entity, the “person”, to be held accountable by its

standards. The concept of morality presupposes that there are individual moral sub-

jects, the moral persons, who are individually morally responsible for the ways in

which they respond, or fail to respond, to moral injunctions and standards. Like-

wise, the concept of law presupposes that there are individual subjects of the law,

the legal persons.4 And the same applies for etiquette, for self-imposed obligations,

or for any other conceivable flavour of accountability.
2“A consciousness” here would refer to the kind of (supposed entity constituted by the metaphys-

ical unity of a) “continuous consciousness” we have encountered in the Second Revised Reading of
Locke in chapter 2 (2.3.1.2, p. 90).

3In the context of this discussion, I take the word “responsibility” to refer to the same thing as
the word “accountability”.

4These already typically include both individual human beings and legally instituted “corporate
entities”.
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When we talk about persons in ordinary parlance, however, we do not appear

to have in mind any distinctions based on the different kinds of accountability. We

think as if, talk as if, and behave as if there is just one kind of personhood, and only

one relation of personal identity. If that notion of personhood and personal identity

is indeed predicated on accountability, then it would have to be predicated on this

general notion of accountability that subsumes all the other kinds of accountability.

This would then yield a notion of forensic personal identity like FP above.

Of course, we must be wary that conceptual presuppositions do not therefore

imply that any particular entities must exist in reality. Take the notion of “corporate

agents” for example.5 The notion of corporate responsibility conceptually requires

that there be corporate agents, but one would reasonably take these to be mere

legal fictions, not metaphysical entities that actually exist. Still, in so far as we

suppose that persons do indeed exist, Locke’s initial insistence that they are the

correct subjects of accountability seems entirely reasonable, at least as an initial

hypothesis.

Defining personal identity in terms of accountability, however, comes with its

own set of demands. The most pressing of these for the PCC approach to forensic

personal identity will be the question: how do we decide who is to be held account-

able for what? On what grounds, or by which principle do we decide? The issue

for basing the notion forensic personal identity on the PCC is that it appears that

the deciding factors for who is responsible for what often appeal to considerations

beyond the purely psychological. Psychological considerations broadly construed,

let alone the more narrow consideration of psychological continuity, appear neither

necessary nor sufficient for deciding who is responsible for what.

5Suggested to me by James Stazicker in conversation.
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3.1 Psychological Continuity as the basis for forensic

personhood

Parfit’s psychological continuity criterion, as we have seen, cannot serve as an ac-

count for the numerical identity of persons, but he insisted that the Criterion nev-

ertheless describes the proper object6 of moral concern,7 and therefore the proper

object of accountability.

To reiterate, the PCC states that:

X at t1 is the same person as Y at t2 if and only if X is uniquely psycho-

logically continuous with Y, where psychological continuity consists in

overlapping chains of strong psychological connectedness, itself con-

sisting in significant numbers of direct psychological connections like

memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of charac-

ter.8

This can be rephrased in unambiguously forensic terms like this:

Y at t2 is to be held accountable for the actions of X at t1 if and only

if X is uniquely psychologically continuous with Y, where psycholo-

gical continuity consists in overlapping chains of strong psychological

connectedness, itself consisting in significant numbers of direct psy-

chological connections like memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires,

and similarity of character.

When these conditions are met, Y would be accountable for the actions of X. And

conversely, X could expect that Y would reap the rewards and punishments of X’s

6“Object of moral concern” is not meant to imply that there necessarily is a corresponding entity
here, defined by just the contours of “moral concern”. I use the phrase only forensically, as Parfit
does, in the FP definition above.

7At least in Reasons and Persons. His views have since evolved and more recently, in We are
not Human Beings (2012), Parfit has defended an Embodied Person View, where the person is the
‘conscious thinking part [. . . ] of the human being’ (pp. 17). The reasons why he would have
wanted to move on from purely psychological considerations will become apparent as we explore
the Criterion in more depth.

8Parfit (1984) in Shoemaker (2021).
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actions. And this should hold regardless of whether we can establish numerical

identity between X and Y.

This approach seems at first glance to satisfy many of the requirements we

would have of a forensic notion of personal identity. It has initial intuitive appeal

in that it appears to define accountability for past actions and concern for future

consequences in terms that correspond well to what would come to mind normally

when I would worry about what I myself am accountable for: memories, intentions,

beliefs, desires, goals, and character. When I worry about my past actions, those are

all things that come into my judgements of whether I am accountable or not. When

I worry about the future, these factors figure strongly both as they are at this time,

i.e. what desires and goals I might have now as I think about the future; and as they

might be at that future point, i.e. whether taking one course of action over another

might affect or re-define my character, how the actions I am contemplating in the

present might bear on future experiences or desires, and so on.9

What is more, looking at accountability from this perspective has the extra

virtue that all these factors are epistemically accessible to us to some degree or

other. When considering our own accountability for past events, these are all things

to which we would normally have access to “from the inside”, barring accidents

of memory. When we consider the future, we all suppose10 to have enough self-

knowledge to be able to anticipate how our choice of actions will bear on these

considerations for our future selves.

And even when we consider the actions of others and their accountability for

those actions, these are factors that we often take into account. We may not have

direct epistemic access to how these mental features actually play out in that other

person, so we cannot know them in quite the same way, but it is empirically evident

that we, as humans, can typically11 read others’ intentions, assess their characters,

9This exclusive concern with the first person perception of what one is responsible for is, of
course, a problem here, and I return to the issue below (in chapter 4, p. 161).

10Whether this supposition is correct is beside the point. What matters for our purposes here is
that we all do suppose we know ourselves that well, and that plays a fundamental part in how we
think about ourselves in the future. This is what we do, and this is the role that this behaviour plays
into our self-conception.

11Though it is possible to argue that not all of us can do this to the same extent. Baron-Cohen
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and anticipate their desires and goals. For the purposes of using PCC as an account

of forensic personhood, the argument can be made that we use precisely these capa-

cities to ascertain the mental states of others to make judgements of accountability,

and consequently of forensic personal identity.12

3.1.1 Branching futures and uniqueness

One of the first things to stand out in the definition of PCC above, however, is Par-

fit’s appeal to uniqueness when he says that X should be “uniquely psychologically

continuous with Y”. The appeal to uniqueness was there primarily to address the

demands of metaphysical numerical identity – remember Parfit was initially trying

to formulate the most compelling account of metaphysical personal identity, only to

then show that even that most compelling account would fail.

But it also anticipates a problem with using PCC as an account of forensic per-

sonal identity. The problem is that when we reduce numerical identity to qualitative

psychological similarity, there is nothing in principle to stop an individual continu-

ous psychological stream from branching into two or more successor streams. As

we have seen in the previous chapter,13 psychological continuity seems to be neatly

divisible. Accountability, and therefore forensic personhood, however, does not ap-

pear to be divisible in the same way, and on grounds recommended by psychological

factors alone.

Parfit does not think that divisibility is a concern for “what matters”. In his

brain bisection scenario, for example, each of the successor Y hemispheres can

and should be held to account for the actions of X prior the bisection. And this

even seems plausible while both hemispheres remain embodied in the same human

body. But Parfit contends it should also be true if one or both hemispheres were to

get transplanted into new bodies and the two would then start to have completely

(1985), for example, cites extreme cases of autism as an example of when human individuals may
lack this capacity.

12Or so would go the argument. Below I show that this is not how we approach judgements of
what others should be held accountable for, even if it were the case that this is how we approach
judgements of what we ourselves are accountable for.

13The discussion of bifurcation at p. 99.
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separated lives.14 Moreover, Parfit contends X should be concerned with the fate of

both Y successors after his operation, equally.

If this were true, then the PCC would capture our pattern of interest for both

past accountability and future concernment, and it would thus seem to be an accur-

ate description of our use of the notion of personal identity, at least in its forensic

aspect. So if the uniqueness requirement is not something we ordinarily demand for

accountability, then the PCC would do well as an indicator of what we care about

for accountability and forensic personhood. And the example of concern over “what

matters” in the brain bisection example seems plausible and could be right – even if

there is some scope to quibble over the details.15 But I believe other examples, even

examples found in Parfit’s own discussion, show that PCC and ordinary notions of

accountability can come apart starkly when it comes to divisibility.

Parfit begins the part of Reasons and Persons dedicated to personal identity,

Part 3 (p. 287–), with what a discussion of he calls the “Branch-Line Case”. He

gives us a science fiction scenario where he is about to be teleported to Mars through

a machine which scans and records exactly the configuration of all the atoms that

constitute him, and then destroys his body. The scanned information is then sent via

radio to a receiver device on Mars which reconstitutes his body exactly as it was on

Earth. So long as this process works as intended,16 Parfit on Mars is supposed to be

uniquely psychologically continuous with Parfit who entered the Scanner on Earth,

and so according to the PCC, they should count as the same person.

Parfit goes on to imagine what would happen if, however, the process does

not work as advertised. In the second iteration of the thought experiment, the body

which enters the scanner on Earth does not get destroyed. And this is by design:

the attendant tells him that he is one of the first people to use the New Scanner. But

the New Scanner does have some technical problems, and it turns out that during

14Parfit (1984) – Part 3, Chapter 12, Section 89, “What Happens When I Divide?”, p. 365–.
15For example, while it does seem perfectly okay to hold the body post-bisection fully to account

for the actions of the person pre-bisection, it is possible to dispute whether each half of the brain
should equally be held fully accountable for the actions of the person pre-bisection if each half were
to be transplanted in new, separate bodies.

16And assuming, with Parfit, that psychology is ultimately entirely grounded in the configuration
and motion of physical matter.
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the scanning process it damages the scanned body’s cardiac system – Parfit on Mars

will be just as healthy as Parfit before entering the Teletransporter, but the Parfit left

on Earth is certain to die within a few days from cardiac failure.

What, Parfit asks, will this example tell us about our beliefs about personal

identity? He supposes that most of us will believe that the Replica on Mars is not

the same person as Parfit on Earth and therefore its future is of little concern for

the dying Parfit on Earth. Most of us might find some consolation in knowing that

our life will be continued by someone else, but we would likely believe that this

scenario would nevertheless be as bad as ordinary death. Parfit, however, uses this

example to argue that this belief is wrong. He instead argues that being destroyed

and replicated is “about as good as ordinary survival” (p. 290).

In the story, Parfit on Earth’s trepidation upon entering the Teletransporter is

assuaged by the smile of his wife who herself had previously been teleported nu-

merous times. He does not have any difficulty re-identifying her as his wife, the

same person whom he had married all those years ago before her first ever tele-

portation. In the first version of the example, the Simple Case where his body is

immediately destroyed by the scanner before transmission to Mars, he can expect

to have the same experience as his wife. Nobody who has ever known him will have

any trouble getting along with Parfit on Mars.

Yes, in the Branch Line Case, where the body of Parfit on Earth does survive

for a few days, things get murky. But to grant Parfit’s argument the benefit of the

doubt, it is nevertheless conceivable that in the future, after Parfit on Earth will have

died, Parfit on Mars will quite unproblematically assume the identity of Parfit, just

as his wife has done post-teleportation. We might be persuaded to accept that there

is no longer any need to index the identity of Parfit on Mars, and he will, before

long, be rightly identified as just Parfit.

Still, it is entirely too convenient that Parfit on Earth dies in the Branch Line

Case, and he dies quickly. Suppose, however that he does not die. Suppose that the

scanner has no issue whatsoever, and Parfit on Earth will continue to live the exact

same life he would have done had he not entered the Teletransporter at all. What
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happens to Parfit on Mars then? What will the implications be for accountability

patterns and therefore the forensic personal identity of the respective Parfits?

3.1.1.1 Indivisible deserts – who is married to whom?

The problem here is that while psychological continuity is stipulated to branch

neatly, and “what matters” about the psychological continuity of the two result-

ing Parfits with the pre-teleporation Parfit will divide evenly, accountability cannot

divide evenly in the same way. And when we see why, I suspect that most of us

will agree that in that case, Parfit on Earth remains Parfit. And he remains Parfit

without any need to add the ‘on Earth’ indexing. If that is the case, then Parfit on

Mars cannot be Parfit. He will not even get to remain Parfit on Mars. It seems to

me that his relation to Parfit would be at most as just the Replica of Parfit. So long

as his identity is in any way linked to the identity of Parfit, his identity will remain

derivative, in just the same way as the identity of a clone would be derivative.

Consider this: would, for example, the Replica be married to Parfit’s wife? He

might think he was. He might wish he was. The Replica is stipulated to love her just

as much as Parfit himself loves her. But presumably Parfit’s wife only married one

man: Parfit. She has not signed up to having two husbands. And when Parfit comes

out of the scanner on Earth, she will be in no doubt that she will be hugging her one

husband. She is not likely to be wondering whether her one husband is actually on

Mars, and she is now hugging the wrong man.

Now the Replica might be in a uniquely convenient position to steal Parfit’s

identity. He might travel by ship to Earth find Parfit, lock him away, and take over

his life. Nobody would be any the wiser if he were to do that. But should Parfit and

the Replica find themselves in the same room under more friendly circumstances,

and be surrounded by Parfit’s closest family and friends, I don’t expect they would

think they are in the room with two Parfits. Rather, I believe they would think they

are in a room with their beloved Parfit and a Replica of his, created by an artificial

process carried out by a human technological contraption.

Which is not to say that they would be completely indifferent to the Replica.

The Replica will have all the same traits and character they have come to know and
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love about Parfit. Once they get over the emotionally complicated aspects of Parfit

having a Replica, they should be perfectly able to form new relationships with the

Replica. But they would be new relationships, even if they would all have a great

degree of prior knowledge of each other in virtue of the Replica having the same

character traits and the same memories prior the teleportation as Parfit.

The crux of the matter here is this: all psychological factors at the moment of

the teleportation are stipulated to be identical between Parfit on Earth and Parfit on

Mars, but that qualitative similarity does not make the two Parfits the same person

either numerically, nor indeed forensically.

Just as we have seen in the original brain bisection case above (p. 99), the

two psychological continuities must amount to two different persons. The very next

moment, when they open their eyes respectively, they have two different first-person

perspectives: one perceives being on Earth, in the same room as his wife, and the

other perceives being on Mars. What is more, they are also distinct by Locke’s

Principium Individuationis, as the two psychological continuities clearly inhabit

spatially distinct cognitive systems. If they both found themselves in the same room

with Parfit’s family, neither would be confused about the numerical distinctiveness

of the other Parfit in the room.

Yet even though they are not synchronically numerically identical, on the

purely psychological set of considerations they are both equally continuous to Parfit

before he entered the Scanner. They both have the same set of memories of being

Parfit prior the Scanning, and they both carry Parfit’s predilections, talents, plans,

goals, and so on. From which it follows that at least as far as metaphysical numer-

ical identity is concerned, psychological continuity is clearly not the sole necessary

and sufficient criterion. So far, we are on the same page as Parfit.

But how does accountability and forensic identity map on this scenario?

Should we, for example, suppose that both are equally responsible for what Par-

fit pre-teleportation might have done and hold the Replica to account for some bad

thing Parfit did before entering the scanner? Now this might be a bit more difficult

to parse because, in so far as actions are indicative of character, Parfit’s actions will
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tell us a substantial amount about the Replica’s character. If Parfit was a klepto-

maniac before entering the Scanner, it will make obvious sense to keep an eye on

the Replica while he’s out shopping.

But suppose Parfit stole a nice pocket watch from a watchmaker’s shop two

days before entering the Scanner, and this had only been found out after the tele-

portation happened. Since the teleportation, neither Parfit on Earth nor Parfit on

Mars have done anything wrong. Are they both to be held equally accountable?

There is clearly only one stolen pocket watch in existence, and it is in the pos-

session of Parfit on Earth. Do Parfit on Earth and Parfit on Mars share an equal

responsibility to return to watch to the rightful owner? Are they both liable for the

theft? Is it right to have a duplication of punishment for just one incident of theft?

If not, would it be fair to divide the punishment equally between them, such that

each would only get half a criminal sentence?

These questions might pull our intuitions in different directions, but the issue

ultimately comes down to the uniqueness consideration. While Parfit is being du-

plicated, nothing else in Parfit’s environment is. There is no duplicate pocket watch,

there is no duplicate wife, and no duplicate family. And Parfit on Earth is the one

who gets to keep everything that belonged to Parfit prior to the duplication, includ-

ing social and moral relationships with other persons. Would it be morally right

to duplicate punishments for the Replica of Parfit, when we are not duplicating re-

wards? Does the Replica have the same obligations as Parfit, when he does not

receive the benefit of the same social and moral ties?

It seems like a reasonable standard of justice that the individual who accrues all

the upsides of being Parfit should also accrue all the downsides. And if an individual

accrues none of the upsides of being Parfit, he should therefore not accrue any of

the downsides. That is why it must be the case that two days after the teleportation,

and before the Replica has had any chance to steal anything, it cannot be right to

punish the Replica for Parfit’s pre-teleportation shoplifting. Whereas it would make

perfect sense to punish Parfit on Earth for that pre-teleportation shoplifting – and to

expect him to return the pocket watch. Precisely because there is only one pocket
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watch, and he is in possession of it. If we were to judge that it is right to punish

the Replica for things that Parfit did before the teleportation, and the consequences

of which Parfit on Earth is still enjoying uniquely, the Replica would have every

right to complain that he was, as Locke had put it, “created miserable”: he would

be bound by all demands for punishment of the moral system, but would be entitled

to none of the non-replicable rewards.

And if Parfit and his Replica thus have different patterns of accountability and

different sets of moral relations to others, they are distinct forensic persons too, not

just numerically different ones.17

So what does this tell us? On the one hand, if the Scanner does destroy Parfit on

Earth as in the Simple Case, it seems like it might make sense to identify Parfit on

Mars as the same forensic person as Parfit. It’s a tricky needle to thread metaphys-

ically, but if the wife, the family and the wider society of Parfit are happy to accept

that Parfit on Mars has all the social relationships, the obligations and the rights

of Parfit before the teleportation, then at least forensically, Parfit on Mars could

claim to be Parfit simpliciter. And if that occurs, you might even be persuaded that

pre-teleportation Parfit would have to consider this as good as ordinary survival.

But on the other hand, even if we buy that argument, in the converse example

where the Scanner leaves Parfit on Earth intact, then it seems to me that Parfit on

Earth remains the forensic person Parfit, while Parfit on Mars will be a new forensic

person, with effectively a clean slate of either specific entitlements from or specific

17An intrepid philosopher might contrive to answer our counter-example to the PCC-based
forensic personhood account by proposing that the ways in which Parfit and his Replica share re-
sponsibility for the theft of the pocket watch could be modelled, for example, on the ways in which
responsibility is shared amongst parties in a shared endeavour. But that would require us to think
of Parfit before the teleportation as a collective agent, and to think of any of his actions then as the
actions of a group. What is more, there would be no difference between Parfit before the teleporta-
tion and any other agent in the Universe. To be consistent, we would have to consider all agents as
collective agents, and all actions as coordinated group actions. This line of thought could be enter-
tained as long as we wished to do so, but it would not get us any nearer to the actual forensic notion
of personal identity implicit in our ordinary ethical practice. The point of my discussion is to show
how this implicit conception of personal identity diverges from a PCC-based notion. In our ‘folk’
conception of personal identity, Parfit before the teleportation is just one person. And, if my analysis
is correct, after the teleportation we would assume we have two persons: Parfit, and his Replica.
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obligations towards Parfit’s family, friends, and social context more broadly. The

Replica on Mars would have no special claim over any aspect of Parfit’s identity,

and neither Parfit nor anyone who knows him would grant any such claims.

Here, the uniqueness intuition as it relates to personal identity comes into play.

And what it does is that it takes re-identification for forensic purposes out of the

hands of the psychological continuity criterion. Indeed, since the ultimate determ-

ination of Parfit on Mars’s forensic identity depends necessarily on how the Scanner

on Earth functions, the re-identification for forensic purposes depends necessar-

ily on entirely non-psychological factors – specifically, on the arbitrary, contingent

physical fact of whether the Scanner functions as intended, or it malfunctions.

Parfit’s argument was that what matters is “psychological connectedness and/or

psychological continuity with the right kind of cause” (p. 375).18 Yet in this ex-

ample, both Parfit and the Replica are stipulated to be equally psychologically con-

tinuous. But not both will be married to Parfit’s wife. And it seems to me, not both

should be prosecuted for Parfit’s shoplifting. What seems to be arbitrating who gets

to be Parfit for forensic purposes in this example is not any psychological consid-

eration. Rather, what determines who is Parfit is the (non-psychological) fact that

rewards cannot be duplicated or neatly divided like psychological continuity was,

and that only one of the candidate Parfits gets to keep them. The constraints im-

posed by this asymmetry of rewards imply that there can be only one Parfit. And

then, it seems further non-psychological criteria apply to give precedence to the

claims of being Parfit to Parfit on Earth: most likely, the brute, physical fact that

Parfit on Earth is also physically continuous with Parfit prior to the Scanning.

Nor does the extra stipulation Parfit added in his original discussion, “psycho-

logical connectedness and/or psychological continuity with the right kind of cause”

(p. 375) help the cause of the PCC. The “right kind of cause” may or may not in-

clude radio transmission from the Scanner on Earth to the Replicator on Mars. This

leaves us with two possibilities. If:

1. Teleportation is a “right kind of cause”: then, as we have said, whether Parfit

18What he calls Relation R.
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on Mars is the forensic person Parfit, depends on the extra, non-psychological

factor of whether Parfit on Earth survives the teleportation process.

2. Teleportation is not a “right kind of cause”: then given that Parfit on Earth and

Parfit on Mars are stipulated to both meet the PCC criterion with Parfit pre-

teleportation identically and perfectly, it follows that “the right kind of cause”

is a stipulation about a factor that is outside of psychological continuity. A

right kind of cause might have to be something like physical continuity, so

now we are no longer talking about psychological considerations as the sole

sufficient criterion for personal identity.

In any case, it appears quite evident that the contours of accountability are not drawn

by the PCC. Certainly psychological considerations appear to be important in de-

terminations of accountability. But such considerations do not appear to be suf-

ficient. And though psychological continuity seems neatly divisible in principle,

our notion of accountability does not appear to behave in the same way. Finally, it

seems we do not appeal only to psychological considerations in making the judge-

ments about who is responsible for what.

3.1.2 Diminished responsibility

Another thing that might have appeared at first to speak in favour of psychological

continuity as a basis for forensic personhood is that both it and accountability hold

by degrees. Unfortunately, however, the ways in which accountability is judged to

be diminished also do not map onto the ways in which psychological continuity gets

diminished.

In the previous chapter I have discussed the question of accountability where

I have committed some violent act during an episode of extreme drunkenness19 to

show that memory is neither necessary nor sufficient a factor for accountability. The

same example can be used to show how the contours of our ‘folk’ intuitions around

diminished accountability do not match the contours prescribed by the PCC.
19In Problems with ‘memory criterion’ forensic personhood as an account of personal identity,

Problem 2 (p. 85).
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Let us recall the scenario: I went to a party last night and, by some stipulated

means, I get blind drunk or drugged and assault someone. Am I to be held account-

able for that assault? In chapter 2, this example showed that whether I would be

held accountable would depend not on whether I could remember carrying out the

assault, but rather whether I had conscious and effective control over the situation

which led to my being blind drunk. Thus, if I were found in control of the situ-

ation which led to my being blind drunk, i.e. if I was fully in charge of starting

and continuing drinking until I became violent, I was to be held accountable. And

if it happened that I had not chosen to drink at all, but rather I was slipped some

kind of drug in my drink unbeknownst to me, then I would not be held accountable.

Whether I could remember the assault was neither here nor there. From which it

followed that the memory criterion was not a reliable indicator for accountability,

and consequently, forensic personhood.

But the psychological continuity criterion is much broader than the memory

criterion and can account for many of the considerations that come into play in our

judgement of whether I should be held accountable for the assault. Many features of

psychological continuity other than memory can link me back to the individual who

committed it. So can we make the PCC work as the sole, necessary and sufficient

criterion for forensic identity in this example?

Let us consider two comparative cases: in Case 1, I can be linked back directly

to the blind drunk individual through PCC; and in Case 2, I cannot be linked directly.

Whether I can be “linked directly” as used here hinges on whether the stipulated

psychological difference between the blind drunk / drugged individual last night

and myself now is sufficiently great to count as a breaking psychological continuity.

Thus in:

Case 1, I am proposing that even though the memory link backwards is

broken, other aspects of my psychology are sufficiently connected and con-

tinuous that PCC still holds; and in

Case 2, I am proposing that the psychology of the individual who carried out

the assault last night is sufficiently discontinuous with my psychology now
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to be identity breaking. Instead, I am only linked back to the individual who

chose to start drinking earlier in the day.

The question then is, do our ordinary intuitions about my accountability and the

degree to which I am accountable track psychological continuity considerations,

and only these considerations?

Case 1 is straightforward. If I am psychologically continuous with the in-

dividual who committed the assault last night, then that is what would make me

accountable for his actions. However, there is a problem: the degree to which I am

accountable is not determined by the degree to which I am psychologically continu-

ous with that individual.

Let’s say that I am 80% similar, and 80% of my general cognitive states, dis-

positions, inclinations and so on are directly continuous with those I had last night.

Does that mean that, forensically, I am responsible for that assault to a degree of just

80%? If that kind of assault carries a prison sentence of 5 years, does the reduction

of psychological continuity due to inebriation mean that I should only be sentenced

to 4 years?

This does not reflect our intuitions, or, thankfully, our ethical and legal prac-

tices. Especially when we contrast the deliberate inebriation with the involuntary

drugging scenarios, as we have done in the previous chapter. Broadly, we would

want to say that I am fully responsible if I got drunk on purpose, and not respons-

ible at all if I was drugged without my knowledge and consent.

Of course, there are many situations when we hold people less accountable for

things they do and say when they are drunk. We often let things said in drunkenness

slide, and can be more forgiving of uncharacteristically silly behaviour. But this

tolerance does not extend to serious situations. Nobody is going to be more for-

giving of an assault or any other kind of harm against another person just because

the perpetrator was drunk. If anything, in some circumstances that can aggravate

our moral response to the attack. Thus the judgements of my accountability in the

present for such situations in the past seem determined by the nature and serious-

ness of the drunken behaviour, and not by my psychological states in the present, or
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the relations of continuity and connectedness between my psychology now and the

psychology of the drunken individual in the past.

Thus, even if we use the PCC to link myself now to the actions of the drunk

individual last night directly as per Case 1, the PCC does not appear to inform much,

if at all, our intuitions about the degree of responsibility I bear for what transpired.

This is even more evident in Case 2, where PCC might be used to draw a link

of accountability between me in the present not with the drunk individual last night,

but the person yesterday afternoon before they started drinking. In this case, it is

stipulated that I am not sufficiently psychologically continuous with the blind drunk

individual who committed the assault to count as the same person. Indeed, as the

example is stipulated in chapter 2 (p. 85) , the blind drunk individual from last

night was scarcely an agent20 at all, in that it lacked the capacity to understand the

consequences of his actions, or indeed have the capacity to respond to reasons why

he should not commit the assault.21

That in itself could be considered a problem. Why is it that I, a fully-fledged

agent and well defined forensic person, could be held accountable for the actions of

a creature that is stipulated to be so psychologically deficient that they are not even

a moral agent?

I am, however, uncontroversially responsible for the actions and intentions of

the person from yesterday afternoon who started to drink, and continued to drink

beyond what was advisable, until he had become the violent creature that could

not control itself. I am psychologically continuous with that agent, that full-fledged

forensic person. By any notion and convention of personal identity, yesterday it was

me who deliberately got drunk, and bad things happened as a consequence. Today,

I am therefore responsible for the things that went wrong, because it was in all the

relevant senses me who created the situation. I chose to drink. And though I may

not have intended to become violent, I did intend to get drunk. It is at least the

actions of that agent that I own and I am now to be held accountable for.

20And if the individual last night was not an agent, can they be said to be a “person” at all?
21Indeed, it probably needs to be stipulated that the drunk individual last night was not fully an

agent, otherwise it would be difficult to justify why in Case 2 I am to be re-identified not with him,
but with the individual earlier in the day.
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Unfortunately, this approach also has unacceptable implications. If we tried

to explain accountability in this instance purely in terms of considerations of psy-

chological continuity, then the only thing I could be held accountable for is the fact

that I chose to get drunk and proceeded to do so. Yet I am responsible for much

more than that. I am responsible for the actual event of the assault. I am not to be

punished for getting drunk, for intending to get drunk, or for failing to foresee that

I might assault someone if I get drunk. I am to be punished, and rightly ought to

be punished, for having attacked someone. The drunkenness is at most a modifying

factor.22

To illustrate this point, consider the following accountability map:

1a. If I choose not to drink, but I am slipped the drug in my non-alcoholic drink,

and I go on to assault someone: I am not accountable.

1b. If I choose not to drink, but I am slipped the drug in my non-alcoholic drink,

and I do not go on to assault someone, obviously: I am not accountable.

2a. If I choose to drink until I am blind drunk, and I go on to assault someone: I

am accountable.

2b. If I choose to drink until I am blind drunk, and I do not go on to assault

anyone: I am not accountable as if I had assaulted someone (whatever else

you might think about my behaviour being unhealthy or uncouth).

The relevant comparison here is between cases 2a and 2b. And here is the problem.

My psychological states in the present, as well as the way continuity and connected-

ness would be established with the person who yesterday chose to drink until they

were blind drunk, are stipulated to be identical. If judgements of accountability

were made only on the basis of psychological considerations, then the only thing I

could be held accountable for today is whenever I choose to get drunk, because in

doing so I was taking a conscious, calculated risk that I might become a violent as-

saulter. The occurrence of the assault itself, meanwhile, is stipulated to be entirely

outside of my psychology.
22Specifically a potentially aggravating factor.

140



This would then mean that I should be accountable in both case 2a and 2b,

and I should be accountable equally. The argument would go something like this:

we know there is a statistical chance that drunkenness leads to violence, and so

whenever I choose to drink I do something wrong in taking that risk with someone

else’s health. Suppose that whenever I get drunk, there is a 1% chance that I will

assault someone. If we are going to try and reduce accountability purely to psy-

chological factors, you might then think that making the conscious decision to get

drunk would therefore be 1% of the evil of actually assaulting someone, every time

I choose to get drunk, including case 2b above where I do not in fact go on to assault

anyone.

Perhaps this conclusion may even appeal to those who, for whatever reason,

have a moral objection to drinking alcohol or taking any other mind-altering sub-

stances. But it does have a catastrophically absurd logical consequence for what our

judgement of case 2a should be. Once again, between case 2b and 2a, there is no

psychological difference. The only difference between the two scenarios is the fact

of assault, and in both cases it is stipulated that the fact of the assault has no direct

connection to my psychology. It is an exogenous accident, an event caused by the

drunk creature to which I am not psychologically connected. If I am accountable

purely for the psychological states and subsequent autonomous actions of me from

yesterday afternoon when I started drinking in case 2b, I am also only accountable

for just those things in case 2a. It would then follow that even when I chose to get

drunk and an actual assault happened as a consequence, the only thing that I can be

accountable for is for taking that minor risk with some else’s health: in 2a I would

also only committing 1% of the evil of assaulting someone. This is clearly absurd.

Unfortunately for the project of grounding forensic personhood in the PCC

alone, in this example it is precisely that external, non-psychological fact, the actual

fact of the assault, which is the relevant factor for why I am now to be punished.

And that is not some moral mistake on the part of my punishers. It is simply a

matter of justice for my victim, by any definition of justice. So here I am taken

to be accountable for the actions of, and thus the same forensic person with, a
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creature with which I am not psychologically continuous and which is scarcely a

person at all. And I am so in virtue of both psychological factors within my control

AND external happenings outside of my control. From which we find ourselves

compelled to draw the same conclusion as before: there are more consideration

pertinent to forensic identity than psychological continuity alone can account for.

3.2 Beyond the internal considerations

This conclusion that there is more to “what matters” than psychological continuity

is something that Parfit himself has since come to agree with. In recent years, he

has moved away from the PCC and towards a biology-based notion of identity,23 for

example in his We are not human beings (2012), where personal identity is tied to

the instantiation of a consciousness in the human brain. He calls this the Embodied

Person View.

In this new approach, what he calls the Lockean person, the “thinking intelli-

gent being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same

thinking thing, in different times and places” (Locke, Ch27-11), is the thinking part

of the human animal which can be transplanted out of the animal, or into a different

human animal. That part we would loosely identify with either the brain, or the

cerebrum, or whatever other part we might identify as the locus of consciousness in

the empirical cognitive sciences.24

If we were to apply this to the Teletransporter example, the extra relevant fact

that makes Parfit on Earth the actual Parfit, and Parfit on Mars a mere replica is the

fact of physical continuity between the respective upper brains of Parfit prior to the

Scanning and of Parfit on Earth after the scanning. So yes, psychological continuity

is taken to be necessary, but ultimately, the sufficient cause that decides the forensic

identity of the respective Parfits in this scenario would be the physical continuity of

one physical cerebrum.

23Even though Parfit himself would reject the characterisation of his position as ‘Animalism’ (e.g.
2012, pp. 9)

24See above, p. 42.
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As we have seen,25 purely biology-based approaches to the question of per-

sonal identity, even refined ones that try to identify the person not with the animal

as a whole but only with the thinking part of that animal, also run into intractable

problems when it comes to defining the metaphysical identity of persons. And Parfit

remains alive to this concern. That is why he seems require both in his so-called

Narrow, Brain-Based Psychological Criterion:

“If some future person would be uniquely psychologically continuous

with me as I am now, and this continuity would have its normal cause,

enough of the same brain, this person would be me. If some future

person would neither be uniquely psychologically continuous with me

as I am now, nor have enough of the same brain, this person would not

be me. In all other cases, there would be no answer to the question

whether some future person would be me. But there would be nothing

that we did not know.” (2012, pp. 6-7)

Yet even if this kind of physical continuity is a relevant extra factor in the question

of personal identity in the particular example of the Teletransporter, and I believe

it is, it appears that there is yet more to notions of accountability, and therefore

forensic identity, than even psychological and physical considerations combined.

By ordinary notions and conventions of accountability, for example, we can

be held accountable for the actions of other beings to which we are not tied either

through psychological or biological continuity. Common examples include the ac-

tions of young children, or pets.26 They may even include other adult human beings,

in case they are mentally incapacitated in some way and we are appointed as their

guardians, for example. And indeed, we even normally assume responsibility for

the actions of underlings in hierarchical organisations – this happens most clearly

in the case of military hierarchies, where the commanding officers are commonly

taken the be fully responsible for the actions of their subordinates, except in cases

where the latter explicitly disobeyed orders.

25Above, p. 28.
26Examples suggested to me in conversation by James Stazicker.
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This is all to say that, by our ordinary notions of accountability, psychologic-

ally and biologically continuous persons are not accountable for only their psycho-

logy, or even primarily for their psychology. Above all, persons are accountable

for events, most of which will be at least partially out of their control, and some

of which will have no direct link either to psychological continuity, or to biological

continuity, or to the their co-occurent, combined continuity.

Sometimes, as in the case of children of military subordinates, the external

considerations which determine accountability are tied to the behaviour of inde-

pendent beings which are presumed to not have full agency. But at other times, the

external events that determine our forensic identity are entirely separate even from

behaviours of others in this way. Parfit on Mars is the same forensic person as Par-

fit only if he is psychologically continuous with Parfit AND the external, arbitrary

event of Parfit on Earth not surviving the Scanner – the forensic identity of Parfit

on Mars is thus determined by the functioning, or indeed the malfunctioning (!), of

some technological device. I am accountable for drunk assaults only if I autonom-

ously set up a situation in which such an assault can happen AND the external,

arbitrary event of the assault actually takes place.

When it comes to accountability, and therefore to forensic personal identity,

not all the relevant considerations appear to be intrinsic – by which I mean that

they could be reduced, at least in principle to some aspect of either an individual’s

psychology, or their biological identity. Sometimes, stuff happens outside of one’s

control, outside of one’s intentions, outside of one’s memory, and outside one’s

foresight. And one may still be responsible for such events. One’s forensic iden-

tity may still be determined by such events, just like Parfit on Mars’s identity may

have been determined by whether the Scanner functioned as intended or whether it

malfunctioned and killed Parfit on Earth.

An empirically accurate description of the common usage of the notions of

personhood and personal identity therefore must be able to make sense of individu-

als’ relationships to such extrinsic events, certainly as far as accountability appears

to be a central aspect of these notions.
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Chapter 4

Narrative Self-Constitution

One theoretical approach to incorporate extrinsic considerations into judgements

of forensic personal identity is by way of Marya Schechtman’s insights from The

Constitution of Selves (1996). This will enable us to represent the full richness of

the folk notions of accountability, including the effects of extrinsic events like the

(mal-)functioning of Parfit’s Scanner on Earth.

The first of these insights is one I have already alluded to in the previous

chapter (p. 123): accountability is not a relationship between a human animal1

embodying an agent at one point in time and a human animal embodying an agent

at another point in time; rather, it is a relationship between an individual entity pre-

sumed to be a subject of accountability, and events, actions, words, behaviours, and

indeed thoughts, intentions, plans, inclinations, and so on. And it is natural that

this relationship should be diachronic. The person owns actions, words, behaviours

and thoughts from the present, yes, but also from the past. And many of her words,

intentions and plans will be made with reference to the future.2

In a sense, this observation is trivially true: when we are trying to hold someone

1I refer here to human animals specifically because this is the context in which we currently apply
the notion of forensic personal identity. But what I say here would apply equally if we ascribed
forensic personhood to other animals, aliens, advanced artificial intelligences, or whatever else we
might deem to count as a person in the future.

2This argument is made throughout Schechtman’s book, but the point is stated most explicitly on
p. 73:

“...[the characterization question to the problem of personal identity] asks which ac-
tions, experiences, beliefs, values, desires, character traits, and so on [. . . ] are to be
attributed to a given person”
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to account for some past action, what we are trying to do is to establish whether they

own that action in the morally relevant way. But the apparent obviousness masks

a theoretical paradigm shift. Traditional approaches to the question of accountabil-

ity, what Schechtman calls “re-identification theories”, presume that to own a past

action, the agent to be rewarded or punished in the present must be numerically

identical to the agent in the past who carried out the action. The agent in the present

owns the action via the supposed identity relationship it has with the agent in the

past who performed the action. Whereas Schechtman’s “characterization theory”

of personal identity effectively cuts out the metaphysical middle man. In Schecht-

man’s view, we do not need to presume temporally extended unities made up of

“temporal parts” / “person time slices”. Instead, a person in the present, what a

metaphysician might have called a “person time slice”, the being empirically mani-

fest before us which we can see and touch, has a direct relationship to the action

from the past. The accountability relationship is therefore not mediated through the

numerical identical of any putative temporally extended metaphysical objects.

How can this unmediated relationship between the person in the present and

the action in the past work? Schechtman’s answer is not so dissimilar in spirit

to the Forensic Personhood reading of Locke we have examined in chapter 2 (p.

76). Except instead the “extending one’s consciousness backwards” we have seen

there, the ownership of past actions, thoughts and so on is staked by an agent in

the present through what she calls an active ongoing cognitive process of “narrative

self-constitution”. The person would therefore be defined in the following terms:

A person is an agent who constitutes itself psychologically, continu-

ously in the present, through a story it creates about itself as a “person”:

as a temporally extended subject, with a history, both a private and a

public one, with a future trajectory, with relationships to other persons

and debts and credits with those other persons, with relationships to

events, to places and to inanimate objects, as well as the multitude of

cognitive and physical faculties capacities of their body and mind.

A person is not merely an animal with the right kinds of faculties and capacities,
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considered without reference to time or to its interactions and relationships to things

outside itself. Personhood and personal identity are notions that a being in the

present, in our case an animal,3 uses to understand itself as an entity which stands

in relationships to events, mental states, actions in the past, and an interest in “its”

future, an entity that necessarily stands in certain kinds of relationships to other

“persons”, and perhaps also other things in the environment – though it does need

to be noted that here again, as was the case for the Forensic notion of personal

identity we explored in chapter 3 (p. 123, above), the “person” thus constituted is

not itself a temporally extended entity with numerical identity over time.

Defining the notion of personal identity in this way enable us to integrate into

our “identity” events and facts external to an agent’s psychological states in a way

that coheres nicely with the intuitions evident in our day-to-day ethical practice. In

particular, this approach does better at describing and explaining the importance of

relationships for personhood than any other approach we have seen in my exposition

so far.

So for example, if we refer back to the drunken assault scenario from chapters

2 and 3, the individual last night who committed the assault is part of my life story

in virtue of at least the fact that it is my body who committed the assault, regardless

of the fact that I do not have internal psychological access to his psychology. And

whether I chose to drink or I was drugged without my knowledge and consent, that

event of the assault is still something that attaches to me as being part of my history.

What is more, the narrative account coheres nicely with our intuitions of

whether I am to be punished for this event: I should be punished if I have proper

(narrative) ownership of the relevant circumstances, intentions and actions in the

past in the story of how the assault unfolded by choosing to drink. If I do, then I can

be judged the progenitor cause of the assault, and I am accountable. But I should

not be punished if the intoxication of my animal body is something that happened to

me without my conscious involvement, and I was a mere passive instrument in how

the event of the assault unfolded. In this latter case, the (narrative) ownership of

3Or potentially other beings which also posses the capacity to narratively self-define in this way,
as was alluded to by the Animalists in chapter 1 (p. 32).
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the events culminating in the attack was taken out of my hands, and the person who

owns those now is the person who drugged me. The narrative account thus seems to

give us the resources to both own past actions and events in a way that coheres with

our folk intuitions, but also the resources to vary the degree to which we own these

things forensically, and thus vary the degree of accountability we have for them, in

a similarly satisfactory way.4

And the narrative account can do much more. It can account for the attachment

we ordinarily have to our human bodies. Our bodies are a hugely significant part

of the self-narrative most of us have. Plus, the narrative account need not impose

that this is a logically necessary part of the self-narrative. Persons could still, at

least conceptually, supervene on other kinds of bodies, or no body at all if they are

transient artificial intelligences or disembodied souls or whatever else.

Beyond that, it can also account for relationships we may have to other parts of

the environment: for example if we take it, as some of us seem to do, that the place

of our birth is fundamentally important to our self-conception. We have no psycho-

logical link back to the time of our births, nor do human animal bodies have obvious

preferential natural relationships to one arbitrary plot of earth over any other piece

of land on the planet. Narratives are the only things that can tie persons to places in

this way, and only theories of personal identity which take narratives seriously can

account for the importance that many people attach to such environmental factors,

and therefore the huge array of the behaviour of persons that is driven by such con-

siderations.

Plus, the narrative-based approach to personal identity can also account for the

moral relationships we have with other persons in a much richer way than a purely

psychological theory. For example, if a person is a singular, radically separate psy-

chologically continuous stream of consciousness through time, it is hard to see how

relationships between persons could be based on anything other than voluntary con-

tractual engagement. Whereas most personal interactions, and certainly many of the

4Or so the argument goes. As we will see below, one apparent issue with narrative self-
constitution is that it appears to give carte blanche to the self to choose to disown certain actions in
the past it does not want to assume responsibility for, i.e. “I was drunk and therefore that was not
me”, in a way that flies in the face of ordinary notions of accountability.
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ones we would find the most important, have no contractual basis. There is no vol-

untary contract between a mother and their child. None in unrequited love. And

there is no contract between us and the people we admire, or who inspire us to

pursue our lives in certain ways. The narrative account, in contrast to theories of

personal identity based purely on psychological considerations, can explain the sig-

nificance of these relationships quite naturally in terms of their significance to the

narratives that constitute us as persons.

All in all, the narrative self-constitution view of personal identity, by incorpor-

ating the evident importance of narratives in the ways in which human beings think

of themselves and think about their relationships to one another, makes great pro-

gress towards a more empirically accurate description of the notions of personhood

and personal identity implicit in our day-to-day behaviour. But the Narrative Self-

Constitution view as articulated by Schechtman still runs into a number of thorny

theoretical problems, while also critically failing to account for some (empirically)

manifest ways in which we use these notions.

4.1 What is the “self”?

The first difficulty we run into with Schechtman’s proposal is with the usage of the

term “self”. In the phrase “narrative self-constitution”, this usage invites certain

assumptions that Schechtman herself rejects. For example, one might read Schecht-

man’s account as requiring that a person must have, at all times, an explicit (and

reasonably coherent) self-narrative running in their heads in order to count as a per-

son. One could read Schechtman, in other words, to mean that a “self” is a “self”

only while it is “self-constituting” through telling a story about “itself”. And this is

patently not something that we do continuously. Most of us engage explicitly with

the narrative of “who we are” only when it is tested by circumstances or explicitly

interrogated by others.

Schechtman however has a broader notion in mind of what it means to “have a

narrative”:
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“Having an autobiographical narrative does not involve actually artic-

ulating the story of one’s life to oneself or to anyone else, but only

organizing experience according to an implicit narrative.”

(Schechtman, 1996, p. 114)

This preempts the expectation of explicitness. And to keep this implicit notion here

from becoming an unfalsifiable truism that could explain everything while provid-

ing no information about anything, the notion is constrained by two empirically

accessible considerations: what Schechtman calls the “Articulation Constraint” and

the “Reality Constraint”.

The Articulation Constraint specifies that the agent needs to be able to produce

a reasonably coherent narrative explanation for their behaviour and explicit thoughts

when prompted to do so:

“[. . . ] the narrative self-constitution view does not allow a person’s

self-narrative to remain entirely subterranian. A further requirement is

that an identity-constituting narrative be capable of local articulation.

This means that the narrator should be able to explain why he does

what he does, believes what he believes, and feels what he feels.”

(Schechtman, 1996, p. 114)

This would be taken as evidence that an implicit narrative was already organising

one’s beliefs, behaviour and so on, and a demand to articulate the reasons for one’s

behaviour by others would therefore merely surface that implicit narrative to our

own consciousness.

The Reality Constraint, on the other hand, specifies that the agent’s self-

narrative (implicit or explicit) may not diverge fundamentally from reality, though

minor factual inaccuracies or interpretive divergences are acceptable, and indeed, to

be expected:

“[. . . ] the narrative self-constitution view requires that an identity-

constituting self-narrative fundamentally cohere with reality. The mo-

tivation for this constraint should be clear. To be a person [. . . ] is to be
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able to engage in certain kinds of activities and interactions with others,

and living the life of a person requires living in the same world as other

persons.” (Schechtman, 1996, p. 119)

Clarified in this way, Schechtman’s proposed view of personal identity is immedi-

ately more plausible. Narrative self-constitution is supposed to refer to a putative

implicit, narrative-like, psychological organising principle which gives shape to our

experience of our environment and of our experience of ourselves as selves.

Moreover, there appear to be good reasons to believe that some kind of cognitive

processes are indeed at work buried deep beneath our conscious psychology which

do just this sort of organising.

For example, in The Foundations of Narrative (2016), David Papineau looks at

the empirical evidence regarding how our brains construct histories, in order to de-

velop an extension to Peter Goldie’s account of narrative personal identity.5 Draw-

ing on findings by psychologists and cognitive scientists,6 Papineau makes the ar-

gument that narrativity7 would come out naturally from the way in which the brain

indexes episodic memory data along internally constructed spatio-temporal axes, as

follows.

The empirical work cited by Papineau about episodic memory, the way we

recall it, the way we lose detail in recollection or fill in details that were not part of

the original scene, the way we sometimes remember a scene as if we were viewing

from outside of our own body, suggests that all these particularities of memory are

best explained as the inevitable artefacts of a cognitive faculty which is trying to

compress and organise data as efficiently as possible in an allocentric8 spatial map

and historical timeline. The proposition is that our recollections of events look like

5Papineau’s insights are independent of the specifics of Goldie’s theory, so we can safely talk
about these insights in the context of Schechtman’s proposed account.

6E.g. Burgess (2006); Burgess et al. (2002); Byrne et al. (2007); Howe et al. (2003); Nigro and
Neisser (1983); Wang and Spelke (2002).

7He explicitly targets Goldie’s notion, but the same conclusions would hold of the definition of
narratives that Schechtman proposes implicitly organises our cognition and behaviour.

8I.e. as from a “neutral” or impersonal point of view.
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narrative stories because that is the most efficient form in which past events can be

encoded and stored in our brains.

If that is indeed an accurate description of how our brains work, and if the pro-

cesses which operate on episodic memory are sufficiently general that they extend

to one’s own autobiographical perception, we should not be surprised that our own

sense of identity takes a narrative form – at least to the extent to which our sense of

our identity draws upon episodic memory to constitute itself.

I will return to the details on the inner workings of the human brain later.9 For

now, I will take these observations as read. But while under this set of assumptions

identity is clearly “constituted”, in what sense is it self-constituted? Here we have

an ambiguity, and a danger of equivocation, between:

1. a notion of “self” that I might have in mind when I reflect upon my own

conscious experience whereby I would identify the experience of an apparent

unified subject of consciousness as the “self”. This is a purely psychological,

“available from the inside” notion of “self” whose referent is the presumed

subject of experience. And

2. a notion of “self” whose referent includes the non-conscious stuff that sustains

and enables consciousness. Depending on one’s views on the mechanics of

how consciousness works, that might include the broader cognitive function

that I explored at the end of chapter 1 (p. 58), the Brain, the Animal, or

whatever else.

We should be clear that Schechtman’s is a hypothesis about the way in which a

“self” of the second kind (e.g. some physically constituted entity) might produce

about themselves a “self” of the first kind, a story that integrates and gives some

kind of unified meaning to the subjective experience of their own existence.

Nevertheless, it is possible to question whether Papineau’s observations actually

confirm that human animals must “self”-conceptualise in a way that takes a “narrat-

9In chapter 6 (p. 191).

152



ive” form.

To begin with, one can ask what makes a self-conception “narrative”. It is far

from easy to give a metaphysical criterion of the necessary and sufficient conditions

that a text or story needs to meet in order to count as a narrative. It would be even

harder on top to establish whether something like an implicit personal-constitutive

“organising principle” takes a narrative form.

And that would be difficult enough to do if we had proper empirical access

to people’s internal, implicit “self-narratives”. But that empirical access is itself a

huge problem. So far, we can agree that there are “implicit”, or “subconscious” cog-

nitive mechanisms which organise conscious experience for us. But our epistemic

access to these mechanisms is, for the most part, indirect: we try to infer what these

mechanisms might be from the results they produce. Our scientific endeavours are

only at the beginning of being able to probe these mechanisms, and the problem

with indirect evidence is that there are always other possible explanations. Later, in

chapter 6 (p. 191), I work through one possible way to read the evidence we have

now as to what is in fact happening in the brain, yet on that reading these processes

need not produce any “narrative”. They could, but there is no apparent compulsion

for them to do so.

The same point can be made about the limitations of insights offered by the

Articulation Constraint. Let us suppose for one moment that the stories produced

by an individual prompted to articulate an explicit account of their behaviour or

their beliefs or so on, will always be of a narrative form. Can we therefore conclude

that the way in which the sub-conscious processes Schechtman supposes organise

our experience have a necessarily narrative structure?

The answer is not really. The fact that the “local articulation” always takes

narrative form may be just an artefact of restrictions imposed by human linguistic

communication. In other words, it may be that when explicitly articulated, these

accounts take a narrative form only because that is how we are most likely to com-

municate with each other effectively such that we understand each other. All the

while, those sub-conscious processes that organise our perception, behaviour and
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so on, may well take any other form of information organisation.

Or, if we go deeper and grant the Papineau thesis, the “local articulation” may

take narrative form because that is how episodic memory works as well. So the

“self” we (re-)construct when we give an explicit account of “who we are” in a

conversation with a friend, or a therapist, would have a narrative form primarily

because that is how our episodic memory works. But it is far from obvious that

this conscious notion of the “self” explicitly reconstructed from episodic memory

is the same as Schechtman’s putative subterranean “self” that is the implicit organ-

ising principle at work in organising our day-to-day experience. At the very least,

the things we sincerely profess about ourselves and the things that could be object-

ively observed about the way we actually perceive and process the world can and

routinely do diverge.10 We may not like to admit it, but we are quite capable of

being very wrong about ourselves. This may be one of the ways in which we are

wrong: we may be investing the sub-conscious processes with a narrative character

that they do not have merely because the conscious conception of “ourselves” we

reconstruct from episodic memory when prompted to do so looks like a narrative

story.

As much as I may find Schechtman’s proposition that “having an autobiograph-

ical narrative [means] organizing experience according to an implicit narrative” aes-

thetically appealing, or even in some sense normatively desirable, neither “local

articulation” nor the form of episodic memory are sufficient reason to believe that

any of the stipulated “subterranean” processes “organising” our self-conception are

either narrative in character themselves, or must produce conscious experience or-

ganised in a narrative form.

10For a quick but illustrative example, consider Pizarro et al. (2008) College students implicitly
judge interracial sex and gay sex to be morally wrong. In their study, they find that self-professed
liberal and multicultural college students at liberal California colleges implicitly judge interracial sex
and gay sex to be morally wrong even though when prompted they would explicitly reject and con-
demn such attitudes. Some of these implicit moral intuitions were found to arise from psychological
processes that are not fully accessible to consciousness.
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Indeed, it appears possible to explicitly articulate “local” explanations of behaviours

and beliefs that do not take a narrative form. Or even to articulate such explanations

in a manner that is meant as an explicit rejection of narrativity, as Galen Strawson

did in his Against Narrativity (2004). There, Strawson goes as far as trying to give

an anti-narrative account of his own life to prove the point.

To illustrate his meaning, Strawson draws a distinction between what he calls

“Episodic” and “Diachronic” “self-experience”. For one whose self-experience is

primarily Diachronic:

“one naturally figures oneself, considered as a self, as some-thing that

was there in the (further) past and will be there in the (further) future”

(pp. 430)

Conversely, for one whose self-experience is primarily Episodic:

“one does not figure oneself, considered as a self, as some-thing that

was there in the (further) past and will be there in the (further) future.”

(pp. 430)

To have a a narrative self-conception, one must necessarily have a Diachronic self-

conception. Strawson however, claims he finds himself “to be relatively Episodic”

(pp. 433):

“I’ll use myself as an example. I have a past, like any human being, and

I know perfectly well that I have a past. I have a respectable amount

of factual knowledge about it, and I also remember some of my past

experiences ‘from the inside’, as philosophers say. And yet I have ab-

solutely no sense of my life as a narrative with form, or indeed as a

narrative without form. Absolutely none. Nor do I have any great or

special interest in my past. Nor do I have a great deal of concern for

my future.” (pp. 433)
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And Strawson further asserts that “the strongly Episodic life is one normal, non-

pathological form of life for human beings, and indeed one good form of life for

human beings, one way to flourish.” (pp. 432-433)

Strawson’s Episodic example of a “local articulation” that is non-narrative

does not necessarily refute the hypothesis that Schechtman’s “subterranean selves”

need to be constituted narratively. It is still possible for Schechtman to argue that

Strawson is simply mistaken in his explicit explanations of his behaviours and be-

liefs, and that, implicitly, his brain still organises his experience and drives his beha-

viour as though he is a temporally extended subject of experience who is organised

according to narrative principles. Or maybe Strawson is just being contrarian. Who

knows?

And it is precisely this “who knows?” that is the real concern here. Once

the constituted person is mostly constituted by “subterranean” cognitive processes,

we cannot ascertain, at least at this stage in our scientific understanding of cognition

and consciousness, whether there is any narrative character to them. Once the “self”

is subterranean, there is no reason to suppose that any “local articulation” which

emerges into view from the subterranean depths is representative of the structure

and functioning of that subterranean “self”. And the chasm between that deep “self”

and the “local articulation” just happens to straddle one of the most treacherous

territories in contemporary philosophy and cognitive science: the chasm between

the conscious and the sub-conscious.

Now, it is entirely possible that further work in empirical psychology and cog-

nitive science will reveal the extent to which local articulations can inform us about

Schechtman’s subterranean selves, but we are not there yet. And if it does turn

out that local articulations are a perfect reflection of the deeper selves, that would

be new and exciting information. But for now, it is safe to be sceptical about how

much local articulations can tell us much about Schechtman’s selves, precisely be-

cause we know that we can be wrong about ourselves.
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So the move Schechtman makes to push the narrative self-constituting processes to

the “subterranean” levels is perfectly sensible from one point of view. If we do not

make that move, the narrative self-constitution account is easily dismissed by the

daily experience of every one of us. We spend most of our time doing things, and

thinking about our environment and how to interact with it, not introspecting about

and fretting over who we are and what our “story” is. But once the move is made,

the mechanics of how the “self narrative” constitutes the person become difficult,

and we have little empirical evidence, and indeed little empirical access, to guide to

us to a concrete picture of what is going on.

4.2 Forensic difficulties

Perhaps the most critical shortcoming of Schechtman’s narrative self-constitution

view, however, is that it is at odds with some key aspects of our ordinary ethical

practice. It does cohere better with notions of personhood and personal identity

implicit in our ordinary usage than the notion we have tried to articulate on the

basis of psychological continuity in chapters 2 and 3, but it still comes short.

Schechtman’s project in The Constitution of Selves starts by her distinguishing

between the kind of identity that “re-identification” theorists seek, i.e. metaphysical

numerical identity, and the kind of identity “in the sense of [what we mean when

we talk about] an ‘identity crisis’” (Schechtman, 1996, p. 2). The former is what

Body and Psychological Criterion theorists traditionally aim for, while the latter is

what Schechtman is trying to describe with her narrative self-constitution view.

Schechtman states that her motivation for this approach is that the re-

identification question does not address those aspects of personal identity which

are in fact the ones we are concerned about for ethical, moral, and ordinary prag-

matic reasons. She describes these reasons as “the four features of personal ex-

istence”: survival, moral responsibility, self-interested concern, and compensation

(ibid.). Many of the reasons for why re-identification theories fail to capture these

features are reasons we have already visited. Primarily, identity as sought by re-
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identification theorists is an all-or-nothing binary state of affairs, while the factors

about identity we are concerned about for moral and practical purposes are all things

which vary by degree, which admit of non-symmetric and non-transitive propaga-

tion patterns, and so on.

The fundamental problem with the narrative self-constitution view is that it

does not, contrary to what Schechtman argues, fully account for at least two of her

“four features”: moral responsibility and compensation. At best, it accounts for

why we might feel to be responsible for certain past actions and why we think we

would be entitled to expect compensation in the present or the future for certain past

or present actions. But it does not explain why one might actually be responsible,

or actually be entitled to compensation. And unfortunately, for the purposes of pro-

ducing a credible account of the ordinary notion of personal identity, including its

forensic aspects, that is to say for the purposes of producing an account of personal

identity which can establish which agent is accountable for which actions, thoughts,

intentions etc., it is precisely these two features that are the most important.

A couple of examples can illustrate precisely how narrative self-constitution

and ordinary notions of accountability come apart. The first one is the very phe-

nomenon that Schechtman refers to in her Introduction to motivate the importance

of the “characterisation question”: the identity crisis.

Suppose two years ago I commit some heinous act: I assault a woman in the

street because they were of the “wrong” religion – say, she was a Muslim and was

wearing a burqa.11 But I don’t get caught. Last year I have an identity crisis, for

reasons completely unrelated to that assault. Some other event12 permanently shifts

my world-view and I suddenly become a paragon of universal love and unbridled

generosity. This year I am simply no longer a person who could ever assault anyone

else for any reason, and if I were to witness such an attack I would be the first to

jump to the defence of the victim without fear or restraint.

So it is stipulated that for all “characterisation” intents and purposes I am a

11Assaults such as these have become shockingly frequent in the UK in the years after the Brexit
vote.

12This could be anything from religious conversion, emotional or physical trauma, brain injury or
any combination of these or other things.
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different person. I am psychologically radically different to the person from two

years ago. I still remember being the person I was two years ago, but I can no

longer even conceive what it would be like to feel and think like I did then, let alone

act that way. Suppose that the transformation is so profound that the person that

I was two years ago, in the characterisation sense, has not survived. Indeed, that

person was so dark and hateful that he would have mourned the transformation he

would suffer the subsequent year as his personal death.

But am I therefore not morally responsible for that assault today? Would I not

owe my victim compensation if we met today? Should I not be punished by the law

if a prosecution is brought forth tomorrow?

In this example, I would likely still hold myself accountable, because that as-

sault is linked to my life story through at least my physical body.13 So at the very

least, it seems that the past actions I would hold myself accountable for and the

contours of personal identity sketched by narrative “characterisation” do not over-

lap neatly. What we find is that the characterisation approach answers a different

question than the one we posed ourselves about personal identity as it relates to ac-

countability. I am accountable, and therefore in a forensic sense the same person,

even though for “characterisation” purposes I am not the same person.

To further illustrate the point, it is also possible to imagine a converse example

regarding feelings of personal guilt: suppose that I convince myself that I have com-

mitted some grave injustice against someone, but I am, in fact, mistaken. Suppose

I have an argument with someone close to me, and I assume that it is my fault that

we are having that argument. That I have done something wrong. But in fact, that

person was upset for reasons completely unrelated to us or anything I have done,

and I was just there as someone who could be an outlet for their frustrations. But

then they storm out of the house, and drive off. Not long after, they suffer a fatal car

accident – one where they were not at fault.

I would forever-after think that it is my fault that this person died. I would

forever hold myself morally responsible for that. And yet, I would be factually mis-

13Just as I was linked to the individual who carried out the drunken assault through my physical
body.
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taken. What is more, even if a third person familiar with what happened revealed

to me that in fact I had not caused the argument and that there was nothing I could

do to prevent it, I would most likely continue to hold myself responsible for what

happened. Here, by the characterisation criteria, the guilt and the feeling of respons-

ibility would become a major fact about my self-constituted identity. But I would

not be actually accountable for what happened. I may think that I deserve some

kind of punishment for what happened, but no external observer or judge who was

familiar with the situation would think to impose such punishment on me. Instead,

they would pity me for the burden of guilt I now carry.

This example intimates exactly the fundamental rift between narrative self-

constituted identity and forensic identity: moral responsibility and compensation14

are strictly properties of inter-personal relations. Any relationship they might bear

to narrative self-constitution is incidental. Whether I feel responsible, or I feel

that I am owed compensation may well be constitutive parts of my inner narrat-

ive identity, but they are completely irrelevant considerations to whether I actually

am responsible, or whether I owe or am owned compensation. Moral responsibility

and compensation does not reduce to the internal states of the singular narratively

self-constituting agent. They are properties of objective, externally observable in-

teractions between two or more agents.

Schechtman would likely retort that a self-narrative properly restricted by the Real-

ity Constraint would reflect the matter of fact of the moral relations that the first-

person agent has to other agents. But what if I fail the “Reality” test?

Schechtman proposes that there is a spectrum of possibilities here. I can be

wrong about these kinds of matter of fact up to a point and still meet the Reality

Constraint. But what if this mistaken interpretation becomes a fundamental, defin-

ing feature of my self-constituted narrative? This is perfectly plausible, because this

kind of emotional trauma often does become central to people’s internal narratives

about themselves.
14Two of Schechtman’s “four features of personal existence”.
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Unfortunately, Schechtman must contend that in the case of such a gross devi-

ation from reality on the central constitutive narrative, the agent no longer meets the

criteria for narrative personhood. Which may very well be true, I would not meet

that set of criteria. But it would be very odd indeed to say that I am therefore no

longer capable of any inter-personal interactions and relations, and that all account-

ability for all other areas of my life should be suspended, and everyone else should

cease to treat me as a person. Certainly neither I, nor my family and friends, or

indeed anyone else, would therefore stop interacting with me as if I were a person.

And I would not be off the hook for any other moral demands on me or considera-

tions of compensation either.

And this point can be generalised to any other kind of failure to have a proper

self-constituting internal narrative. If Strawson is correct that he is not constituted as

a narrative person, it does not therefore follow that he cannot be held responsible for

anything he does. Or that he cannot expect any compensation for anything he does.

He is still owed a salary for teaching students, and conference expenses for going

to speak at academic events. If I am in the middle of an identity crisis and currently

possess no coherent internal or articulable narrative to organise my experience, I am

not therefore free to do any harmful thing with moral impunity. And so on.

This is how the narrative self-constitution view as a candidate account for

forensic personhood falters. It paints a credible picture of how I might go about

holding myself accountable for certain actions – and does this better than psycholo-

gical continuity ever could. But it does not give us a satisfactory account of when I

am actually accountable for something, which typically hinges on facts beyond just

the beliefs I may have on the matter, and that I then weave into my self-narrative.

Bonds of accountability are not made from just the narrative strands of the first-

person subject.
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4.3 The Arbiter of Forensic Identity

And so we reach the crux of the matter: the unavoidable question posed by my

forensic approach to personal identity is that of the Arbiter15 – who or what “de-

cides” who owns what actions, and thus can define the contours of our forensic

identity? What appears to be the case from the foregoing analysis over the last two

chapters (chapter 3 and chapter 4) is that the “self”,16 does not get the final say in

the matter.

If we had metaphysical criteria for the identity of persons, then those criteria

would likely suffice to decide this ownership. The ownership of actions would be

mediated through the numerical identity relationship obtaining between the person

in the past who committed an action and the person in the present who is receiving

the reward or punishment.

But standing as we do, without knowledge of such criteria, we have a prob-

lem. Locke had a convenient Arbiter: the all-knowing, inerrant God of Christian

eschatology. Which is all very well, but not very useful to my friend who is trying

to figure out whether I should be held responsible for that drunken assault from last

night. We do not have epistemic access to any such absolute vantage point when we

go about making these judgements of accountability in our everyday life, any more

than we had knowledge of the proper metaphysical criteria for personal identity.

For Parfit, Schechtman, and most others who work on psychological and

psychology-derived theories of personal identity, the preferred Arbiter would con-

sequently be the first-person agent himself. But accountability in our ordinary prac-

tice does not appear to be a function of the internal psychological states of one agent

– even if those states are sometimes taken into consideration. Fundamentally, do-

ing a benefit or a wrong is a property of objective, temporally placed interactions

between at least two distinct agents. Agents only accrue responsibility or desert as

15This is not to say that such an entity or authority must therefore exist, and certainly not that it
must exist as an identifiable entity. The point is merely that the notion of accountability we have
engaged in this chapter seems to conceptually require such an Arbiter because Schechtman is trying
to tie past actions to present agents without the mediation of the numerical identity of the respective
agents through time.

16However conceived, whether narratively or otherwise.
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a consequence of such interactions with other agents. Accountability is relational.

And those relations can only occur between agents situated in the world. Account-

ability is therefore, by definition, social.

The upside of this is that these relations are therefore objective and empirically

observable by third party onlookers. The more theoretically difficult consequence of

this, however, is that it should therefore follow that the Arbiter of accountability too

must be “social” – which is to say that judgements of who is accountable to whom,

who owes what to whom, and so on, are inevitably also going to be determined

through social interactions between the agents concerned, as well as, often, third

party agents who are not directly involved in any dispute, but volunteer to act as

impartial adjudicators. This is inconvenient for trying to articulate a positive, meta-

physically robust definitions of what makes someone responsible for something –

and not least because this social aspect is likely to often politicise17 judgements of

accountability. But it seems to me that so long as we avoid this conclusion, we will

inevitably run into the kind of aberrant moral consequences that we have seen in the

many examples I have discussed so far.

Conversely, when we do think of the Arbiter as social, the implications, though

not always comfortable, stop being alien or absurd. Take as an example Parfit on

Mars again. Who decides his forensic identity? Some “God” may well do at the

Final Judgement, but that does not help either us or, for the rest of his life, Parfit

on Mars. And it is obvious that Parfit on Mars himself does not decide his own

forensic identity. Rather, his identity appears most readily prescribed by social

convention – which is to say that his identity18 is in practice decided by the rest of

us, perhaps with precedence given to his family, friends and close associates, based

on the morally arbitrary, and non-psychological event of whether Parfit on Earth

survives the Scanner.

In many respects, this is bad news. If forensic identity is purely a matter of

social convention, then it is a very fragile thing indeed. It is (politically) contestable,

17In the sense that it makes them socially contestable, and the grounds of contestation may well
go beyond dispassionate judgements of metaphysics, or even dispassionate judgements of justice.

18To be clear, here we are talking about identity in the “characterisation” sense of Schechtman –
which in this case would refer to the same thing that Parfit meant by “what matters”.
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it is a matter of constant re-negotiation between ourselves and every other person

who is invested in it, and the conclusions about each of our own identities will be

largely out of our hands. Not to mention that from a philosophical point of view this

means it will be impossible to provide any kind of analytic account of what forensic

personhood actually amounts to, and who owns what actions.

But in other respects, the implications of such a view are perfectly sensible.

What I am accountable for is not my decision. I am not morally disassociated from

my actions and forgiven of their consequences just because I am in the middle of an

identity crisis. I am accountable before a court. Not the Court of God, at least not

yet, but the court of my social context. In the ultimate analysis, once we dispense

of religious or pseudo-religious metaphysical fantasies, what else could determine

the accountability of individuals if not their social context?

Conversely, if there is no social context, there is no further use for the concepts

of either morality or of forensic personhood. The last human on Earth will not be

the last (forensic) person on Earth. They will not have obligations. They will not

be accountable for anything and cannot expect any compensation. Accountable to

whom? Compensation from whom? They can narratively self-constitute all they

want. And as part of that, they may even entertain ideas about moral obligations

to themselves or to some presumed God. But until they meet that God, all they are

doing is projecting properties that pertain only to relations between two or more

agents to a situation in which there exists only one agent.19

So does that mean that we have no hope of being able to articulate a positive, non-

vague account of personal identity on the grounds of accountability, even when

we account for the empirically apparent narrative aspects of personhood? If the

19To add a bit of refinement to the argument here, we may consider what is involved in one
having moral obligations to oneself. The notion can make sense if the agent does in fact maintain a
relationship with another agent: in this case, a fictional idealised version of himself. If we suppose
that this is what underpins psychologically this phenomenon, a notion such as “letting oneself down”
or other similar normatively-charged notions can be explicated. But is the moral relationship in this
case any less fictional than that idealised version of oneself? Similarly, the reality of the moral
relation to God is only as real and as present as the God itself. Until such time as one has a real
inter-personal interaction with their God, their moral relationship with that God is equally fictional.
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aspiration is to give a neat, analytic definition that might satisfy a metaphysically

inclined philosopher, then yes, that prospect looks dim.

Nevertheless, understanding what it is that we do when we employ the concepts

of personhood and personal identity as we go about our ordinary social lives still

seems to me quite possible. That kind of question is what psychological, social and

cognitive sciences are for. And at least some of the necessary work in these fields

has already been done. It is therefore entirely possible to draw together findings

from these disciplines to give a more accurate, if still limited and tentative, account

of the notion of personal identity as we use it day to day. I present empirical findings

on this topic in the next chapter. Then, in the subsequent chapter, I go on to articulate

one empirical hypothesis of what personal identity therefore appears to consist of

in practice so far as we can tell from everything we will have learned so far.
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Chapter 5

Empirical Insights

Up to this point I have made frequent reference to what “people believe” or what

“we believe” about persons, the intuitions we appear to have around them, and the

ways in which these notions are used. And so did the philosophers whose work I

have cited. Yet such invocations can only reliably indicate what the author believes

other people believe. And what we are interested in is what the population of users

of these terms in general actually think about these notions, and what they actually

do with them. This is an empirical question, and handling it as we have done so far

is inadequate. If we are going to be making claims about what people believe and

then proceed to rest our philosophical arguments upon those claims, these claims

need to be approached in a more systematic, scientific manner.

Unfortunately, empirical examinations of the folk concepts of personhood and

personal identity are rather scarce in the philosophical literature. And the few stud-

ies I did manage to find appear to have issues with sample sizes, sample represent-

ativeness, operationalisation of terms and so on.1 Such issues are not uncommon

in empirical psychology studies,2 but still of concern for the grounding of philo-

sophical theses. Nevertheless, I would presume that even when it is done imper-

fectly, systematic empirical treatment under the scientific method is probably going

to yield more accurate insights into these questions than any musings I might have

from my armchair.

1See e.g. Colombo (2018).
2From where we get the infamous crisis of replicability currently ongoing in the field of empirical

psychology.
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The most thorough and helpful empirical study of the folk notions of person-

hood and personal identity I have found so far, and which helpfully also engages

with much of the pre-existing literature in (experimental) philosophy and empirical

psychology on personal identity is Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) Folk concepts

of person and identity: A response to Nichols and Bruno, which responds to and

builds especially upon previous work by Nichols and Bruno (2010); Blok et al.

(2001); Rips et al. (2006); Blok et al. (2007); Liittschwager (1994); White (2010).

The primary motivation of their study was to assess the claim previously made

by Nichols and Bruno (2010) that in the judgements of ordinary folk, psychological

continuity appears necessary for personal identity. They find decisively against this

claim. Then, using the experimental setup they had already put in place, they probe

a number of other hypotheses about folk intuitions and usage of the notions of

personhood and personal identity. They summarise their main findings as follows

(pp. 119):

1. “it seems not to be the case that folk intuitions about hypothetical

cases strongly favor the psychological approach to identity pre-

servation—in fact, psychological continuity is not thought to be

necessary for identity preservation”

2. “it seems not to be the case that, in thinking about hypothetical

cases of transformation, the folk rely on anything like the philo-

sopher’s notion of personal identity. In other words, identity judg-

ments in hypothetical cases do not track identity conditions sup-

plied by the concept person, since there is a double disassociation

between identity and personhood judgments”

3. “the folk seem to rely on a diverse set of conceptual resources

while thinking about persons, as revealed by the free-listing study”

4. “in tracking the identity of an individual the folk employ a wide

variety of information on moral reactive attitudes and psycholo-

gical and bodily continuity.”
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The wording of conclusion 2. might be confusing when taken out of the context

of the original paper. To clarify, the authors argue that when they faced their study

participants with the question of whether someone was the same person after a

stipulated transformation, participants did not appear to rely on considerations such

as the nature of persons and the consequently necessary and sufficient conditions

for personal identity to make their determinations. Similar to what we have seen

Animalists claim (in chapter 1, p. 32), participants would be quite inclined to say

that Deivydas3 was still Deivydas, even when Deivydas was now in a permanent

vegetative state and stipulated to no longer even be a person (pp. 110-111). From

which the authors conclude that the folk use a thinner notion of the “identity of the

individual” in their assessment of these scenarios, as opposed to the metaphysically

thick notion of “personal identity” that philosophers would typically be interested

in.

When the study coordinators also gave the participants cues about Deivydas’s

moral relations, however, the judgements participants made seemed to shift in a

subtle but very significant way: they found that “the continuity of the living body

in combination with past moral relations (and, perhaps, some other factors) is in

general sufficient for some “mindless” human being to be considered a person” (pp.

111; emphasis added by me).4 So even across very similar thought experiments, the

folk could very quickly and inconspicuously shift from using the thin “individual

identity” notion to using the thick “personal identity” notion, and back again. This

is part of what informs the subsequent conclusions 3. and 4. of their overall paper.

Finally, Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) round up their conclusions with the

caveat that “currently available data do not put us in a position to specify the relevant

folk notion of an individual in more detail.” This implies that they believe that more

detail can be added to the positive content of the notions the folk use in ordinary

situations, but that this would need further empirical work.

3In my original discussion in chapter 1 I used the name “John”. Nichols and Bruno (2010) used
“Jim”.

4However, “past social relations had less of an influence than moral relations” (pp. 111). The
relative importance of moral relations for judgements of personal identity is reinforced by subsequent
studies such as: Everett et al. (2020a,b).
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What I take away from their study for the purposes of my presentation is par-

ticularly the ways in which the folk rely on a diverse set of criteria when making

judgements of identity, including psychological, biological, moral, social and even

others, the ways in which not one of these categories of criteria appear to be univer-

sally necessary and sufficient across the scenarios presented by themselves, and the

way in which even the notions of identity that the folk use in making these determin-

ations appear to vary across situations – Berniunas and Dranseika in particular find

conflations and equivocations between the notions of the identity of an individual as

opposed to the identity of the person, as well as between numerical and qualitative

notions of identity.

I concede that this confusing picture might be an artefact of the limited amount

of empirical work done on these questions, and that it is possible that ample further

study may yet reveal some deeper consistencies inherent in the folk use of the no-

tions of personhood and personal identity. But I contend that such a finding would

be novel and unexpected. That there might be some implicit coherence to these

practices is something that the analytic method of philosophy needs to assume in

order to be able to build theories on the basis of folk intuitions and practices. But for

the time being, so far as we can see from the empirical work available, no implicit

coherence is apparent. Assuming this conclusion is correct as it currently stands,

my thesis would then try to explain this incoherence. That explanation comes in the

next chapter (p. 191).

For now, we might want to look closer at the empirical work of Berniunas and

Dranseika (2016), to see what it is they actually found in more detail, and see to

what extent their empirical work warrants both their own conclusions and mine.

5.1 The studies and findings

Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) present a number of survey and vignette studies

carried out on undergraduate students at the University of Vilnius in Lithuania, in-

cluding a free-listing exercise, and a number of specific tests on folk intuitions of

personal identity and how “robust” they are in response to scenarios of psycho-
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logical discontinuity, as well as how those intuitions respond to prompting about

social and moral factors.

5.1.1 Study 1: Free-listing exercise

They begin with a free-listing exercise, which they argue gives them an “emic”5

perspective of the conceptual domain the folk use in their thinking about personhood

and personal identity. They then structured the list of concepts they received into

“etic”6 categories that allows them to design the subsequent studies and pose the

precise questions to help them disambiguate the meanings and connotations of the

terms folk use when talking about personhood and identity.

They carried out two versions of the free-listing exercise: one asking respond-

ents to list the properties of persons, the other asking them to list constituent com-

ponents of persons. Each exercise had 100 participants recruited from undergradu-

ate courses including medicine, psychology, journalism, mathematics, and soci-

ology. The study was carried out in Lithuanian7 and produced 49 different concepts

that were listed 5 or more times. The most frequent responses were things like:

thinking, feelings, reason, beliefs, body, language, life, communication, character,

emotions, connections with others, conscience, soul, wishes, consciousness and so

on (listed here in order from the most frequent down).

The authors grouped the terms they found in six conceptually distinct (etic)

categories, as terms related to:

• psychology (286 submissions)

• sociality (100)

• body (73)

5Which is to say, from the point of view of the folk participants themselves.
6Which is to say, from the point of view of the researchers.
7The study authors also describe their methodology for translating the terms into English for the

purposes of publication in the 2016 paper: each translated all the terms independently, and then they
met to reconcile their respective translations into the final list published in the paper.
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• “the minimal self” – concepts related to agency and the locus of experience

in abstract (39)

• morality (33)

• “the essential self” – soul and soul-like metaphysical notions (17)

The prominence of psychological considerations is noteworthy, and interestingly

reflects the popularity of psychological theories in the philosophical literature (as

per Bourget and Chalmers, 2014). They will be related, at least in part, to some

of the considerations I have discussed in chapter 2 (p. 62, above). The sociality

aspect resonates with the considerations highlighted in narrative theories of personal

identity I have presented in chapter 4 (p. 145). The body-related considerations will

be related to my discussion in chapter 1 (p. 28). And moral considerations will be

related to my discussion especially in chapter 3 (p. 123).

Soul and adjacent considerations are also a clearly distinct category. Its relat-

ively poor representation in the responses could perhaps amount to another inter-

esting observation: it is present, and testifies to the cultural legacy of that way of

thinking about personhood and identity (i.e. from Medieval Christian metaphys-

ics), but also not something that animates the contemporary folk understanding of

persons very often.

The authors took three of their categories, the psychological, biological and

“essential self”, from Nichols and Bruno (2010), but that left them with around 30%

of terms uncategorised (pp. 101). This prompted them to add the other three cat-

egories, though these too are informed by previous literature. The sociality aspect is

informed by research in psychology, sociology and anthropology about the differing

emphasis of individuality vs. social relationships in notions of personhood and per-

sonal responsibility, typically found in comparative literature between “Western”

and “Eastern attitudes” on the topic (pp. 104). The moral dimension has been fa-

miliarised by recent work in experimental philosophy, most prominently by Joshua

Knobe, and a handful of others.8 While the notion of the minimal self is cited (pp.

8E.g. Phillips and Knobe (2009); Knobe (2010); Strickland et al. (2012); etc.
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103) as inspired from the work of cognitive anthropologist Roy D’Andrade (1987)

and philosopher Shaun Gallagher (2000).

That said, they do not argue that this categorisation should be taken as a final

and authoritative topology of the different kinds of considerations that go into the

folk notion of personhood. The point is that presenting their findings in this way

allows them to argue that:

“The most frequently mentioned terms reveal a very complex concep-

tual landscape, with terms covering a wide variety of aspects of per-

sonhood, from familiar psychological functions and states to bodily

functions and organs, social interactions, and the soul.”

(pp. 101; emphasis added by me)

5.1.2 Study 2: Brain transplant

Nichols and Bruno (2010), replicating a study by Rips et al. (2006), asked survey

participants in one of their studies to evaluate if a patient is “still Jim” after the

brain of Jim gets transplanted in an artificial body. The manipulated variable in the

study was the stipulation of what happened to Jim’s memory: in one scenario, Jim’s

memory survives intact in the new artificial body, and in the alternative scenario,

Jim’s memory is destroyed. Nichols and Bruno (2010) replicated the findings of

the earlier study, and found that “people tended to agree with the claim that it was

‘still Jim’ when the memories were preserved, but disagreed with the claim that it

was ‘still Jim’ when the memories were erased” (2010, pp. 299). The conclusion

drawn from this finding was that the participants broadly held that the preservation

of memory is necessary for the persistence of persons.

Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) replicated this study once more, though the

name of the protagonist was changed to “Jonas”, and the city where the events

take place changed to Vilnius, Lithuania.9 The authors also extended the scenarios

presented to the subjects beyond just the “memory” and “no-memory” conditions

to also include what they call two “social” conditions and one “moral” condition.
9The sample of the study was 243 participants, students at the University of Vilnius.
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The social conditions stipulate that the patient discusses with his closest family and

friends whether he should proceed with the transplant procedure into the artificial

body, and that towards the end of the vignette, his social group are waiting on the

patient to recover and see whether the transplant was successful. In the moral con-

dition, the patient is stipulated to be under investigation by the police, after he stole

a large amount of money.

Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) found most most participants deemed Jonas

still a person after the stipulated procedure, regardless of whether the patient re-

tained their memory. However, continuity of memory was found to be import-

ant for tracking the specific individual. In the “no-memory” condition, the post-

transplant patient was less likely to be thought to be still the same person. While in

the “memory” condition, he was more likely to be thought to be the same person.

So far, the findings seem to echo both previous studies, and broadly Lockean

intuitions.

5.1.3 Study 3: Permanent Vegetative State

In the previous study, the thought experiment presented to participants fundament-

ally disrupted the physical continuity of the stipulated patient, and then stipulated

variations in psychological, social, and moral continuity, to test participants’ intu-

itions as to where the line between the preservation of the same person might be

drawn. In their next study,10 the study coordinators conversely stipulated a situ-

ation where the continuity of the physical body is assured, but where psychological

continuity is fundamentally disrupted: the case of patients in a permanent vegetat-

ive state (PVS). This study was intended to test whether the conclusion drawn from

scenarios that stipulate physical discontinuities (e.g. Nichols and Bruno, 2010, or

their own study just above), that the preservation of memory is necessary for the

persistence of persons, holds up in other scenarios.

Building upon a previous study by Gray et al. (2011), this study presents a

10Sample size: 248, undergraduate students at the University of Vilnius. Some of the participants
in this study also participated in the previous studies in the Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) collec-
tion. Others had not.
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patient, here named Deivydas, who suffers a car accident and ends up in a permanent

vegetative state. The study authors query five conditions for this study: a base,

“neutral” condition, in which all social references are removed from the vignette,

and four other conditions “designed to manipulate social and moral variables”. In

the social conditions, extra information is added about the patients ongoing social

relations, and how family and friends responded to his accident. In the first of the

two moral conditions, the “help” condition, the patient suffers the accident because

he swerved his car off the road and into a tree to avoid running over two children. In

the other moral condition, the “harm” condition, the patient had been dangerously

drunk when he got in his car, and ends up swerving into incoming traffic and killing

two others. The participants were asked in each vignette (pp. 109) whether:

(1) “After the event, the patient is still Deivydas.

(2) After the event, the patient is still the same person as before.

(3) After the event, the patient is still a person.

(4) After the event, the patient will regain consciousness. [Control

question]”

The authors found that across all conditions, “even if the individual in PVS has

no functioning psychology, the individual still tends to be considered Deivydas”.

From which it appears to follow that “psychological continuity is not necessary for

preservation of identity. It could be the case that the continuity of living body is

sufficient for identity ascriptions (with an assumption that proper names work well

to track individual identity over time and through transformations).” (pp. 110)

But those observations only go for evaluations of question (1), judgements of

the identity of Deivydas after the accident. These evaluations on identity, however,

differ from the evaluations of the subsequent judgements on personhood in ques-

tions (2) and (3). In the neutral and social conditions, even though the patient was

broadly judged to be “still Deivydas”, the patient was mostly not judged to be the

same person, or indeed a person at all, on account of the lack of active psychology.

In the moral conditions, however, participants were more inclined to judge the pa-

tient to still be a person, lack of active psychology notwithstanding. So the authors
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tentatively conclude that it “appears that the continuity of the living body in com-

bination with past moral relations (and, perhaps, some other factors) is in general

sufficient for some ‘mindless’ human being to be considered a person” (pp. 111).

At least in these kinds of scenarios, it appears the folk do not therefore consider

psychological continuity to be necessary for the persistence of personhood. Other

considerations, or at least some combination of other factors, can incline the folk to

judge that the person persists, even in the absence of psychology altogether.

The persistence of the person without continuity of psychology therefore ap-

pears to be allowed by the notions of personhood and personal identity that the folk

employ, at least in some edge cases.11

5.1.3.1 Personal identity vs. Individual identity

The finding that some participants in the PVS study simultaneously hold that the

patient is at the same time “still Deivydas” and not a person,12 suggests to the

authors that that there are two distinct notions of identity that the participants were

drawing upon to make their judgements:

“Personal identity. If we have a person x at time t1 and a person y at

time t2, when do x and y count as the same person?

Individual identity. If we have an individual x at time t1 and an indi-

vidual y at time t2, when do x and y count as the same individual?”

(pp. 113)

Or at least this is the case if it is indeed the case that proper names are a good

indicator of judgements of identity.13

But if this latter assumption is indeed true, the authors conclude that “everyday

judgments about an individual’s identity do not depend on the individual’s member-

11It should also be noted, however, that even though permanent vegetative states are indeed quite
“edge” scenarios, they are very much not science fiction. So when I call them “edge”, I do not mean
to imply that such scenarios might test the judgements and imagination of folk participants in these
studies beyond reasonable bounds.

12This finding coheres with our discussion of the PVS example in chapter 1 on Animalism (p.
32–).

13This is usually assumed in these kinds of studies, but a subsequent study by the same authors
(Dranseika et al., 2020) casts doubt even on this assumption.
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ship in the category person” (pp. 113).

From which it appears one of two things must be happening: either the folk

shift and equivocate freely between personal and individual notions when making

judgements of identity, without even noticing; or they typically just use the notion of

individual identity to make these judgements, and only ponder the metaphysically

thick notion of personal identity when prompted to, either by researchers, or by

their own philosophical reflections. In either case, the authors caution that “we

should be more careful in attributing philosophers’ thick notion of personal identity

to people’s use of proper names in identity judgments.”

5.1.4 Study 4: Qualitative vs. Numerical Identity

Finally, Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) carried out a study to assess the extent to

which the folk do indeed use a numerical notion of identity (of the kind philosophers

are interested in) when answering the prompts in these studies.

They presented three vignettes to separate groups of participants, each ad-

apted from the previous studies: brain transplantation with memory intact, brain

transplantation with memory disrupted, and the original permanent vegetative state

scenarios. The difference between this study and the previous studies was that each

group was also given another paragraph explicitly defining the differences between

qualitative and quantitative identity. And they were then asked to specify if the

patient was “the same person” in the qualitative sense, or in the numerical sense.

The authors found that “disambiguation between the numerical and qualitat-

ive readings of ‘the same’ influenced the attribution of ‘still the same person’”

(pp. 115). Compared to the non-disambiguated study, participants answered the

“same person” numerically questions more similarly to how they answered the “still

Deivydas” questions, so closer to what the authors referred to as “individual iden-

tity”. Questions on “the same person” qualitatively elicited responses more sim-

ilar to the original “same person” questions. In other words, it appears that most

participants were thinking more of the thin notion of “individual identity” when re-

ferring to the patient by name, or by a disambiguated sense of “the same person”
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numerically, while in the original studies, when asked about “the same person” in

a non-disambiguated way, most (but not all), were more likely to involve in their

judgements of identity issues of qualitative similarity.

This is not to say that the metaphysically thick notion of personal identity

that philosophers are usually looking for in such studies would, in the mind of

the folk, mostly come down to qualitative similarity. But overall, these findings

seem to indicate that the folk do not think about the identity of persons in the way

philosophers would want them to: they do not appear to have any coherent, well-

developed sense of what makes someone a person, and they do not therefore derive

their judgements of when the identity of persons is preserved based on what they

suppose to be the nature of persons.

5.2 Tentative Conclusions

All in all, it seems that folk participants in the studies of Berniunas and Dranseika

(2016), as well as the other studies cited here, respond to questions about the identity

of persons in hypothetical scenarios mostly depending on how they are prompted

by the experimental design. Certain scenarios, such as brain transplant examples,

usually prompt them to draw almost entirely on considerations of psychological

continuity. Other scenarios, such as cases of permanent vegetative states, prompt

them to draw on considerations of biological continuity and also make them sus-

ceptible to the influence of social and moral relationships in their judgements of

personal identity, even in the complete absence of psychological continuity. And

what is more, different ways of posing questions about the identity of persons in

different scenarios also elicits responses that seem point to the folk actually us-

ing distinct forms of identity to make pronouncements in different circumstances.

At the very least, the folk seem to equivocate between numerical and qualitative

notions of identity, and to confuse the identity of persons with the identity of a

seemingly distinct thing that is referred to by the use of proper names.

Having said all that, the conclusions that we may draw from these findings

are necessarily limited by the small amount of data we have garnered so far in this
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area of study. But if these findings remain supported by further study, it seems to

me that the project of developing a first-order coherent theory of personhood and

personal identity, faces a critical problem: the analytic philosophers undertaking

the kinds of projects we have reviewed in Part I are not likely to find the answers

they seek in appeals to folk intuitions or folk usages of these notions. The intu-

itions and usages of the folk do not consistently draw on just one of the categories

of considerations identified above, and what is more, they do not appear to think

that they should consistently draw on just one of the categories of considerations.

Those philosophers proposed that we should define the notions of personhood and

personal identity in terms of just one (metaphysical) category of considerations,

but the intuitions and usages of the folk simply do not support the view that these

notions should be thought of in this reduced way. And if the philosophers neverthe-

less insist on reducing the notions in that way, the folk usage of these notions give

the analytic philosopher no definitive clue as to where the criteria for personhood

and personal identity may be found – the intuitions and usages of the folk do not

support one theorist’s proposition that these notions should be defined in terms of

psychological criteria, any more than they support the other theorist’s proposition

that these notions should be defined in terms of biological criteria, etc. Which in

turns means that any philosopher who insists on reducing these notions in this way

does not have warrant to assert that his prescriptive choice of metaphysical category

(e.g. psychological) ought to be accepted by anyone else – or at least, not by appeal

to the intuitions of the folk.

Now if the philosopher can build their theory of personhood and personal iden-

tity on some other, more metaphysically robust, basis, none of this would be a prob-

lem. So if there are facts of the matter about personhood and personal identity inde-

pendent of the folk intuitions and usages of these notions, and if the philosopher has

any other kind of epistemic access to those facts, then the difficulties the folk have

in grasping those facts need not and should not get in the way of our philosopher’s

theorising. We have seen throughout my exposition in previous chapters that the

philosophers I have cited consistently did appeal to folk opinion and intuitions, but
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that does not necessarily imply that their respective accounts are ultimately groun-

ded in folk opinion and intuitions.14 And even if the accounts I have engaged with in

previous chapters would eventually be found to be ultimately grounded in intuitions

and folk opinions, that may still be just an artefact of my selection of sources.

To imagine an example of where a philosopher may look for relevant facts

independent of the opinion of the folk, suppose he postulates that the facts of per-

sonal identity are derived entirely from the physical facts of the individuation of

brain stems, based on some supposition that the brain stem is in fact the source of

consciousness in humans.15

The problem here, though, is that there is nothing to compel the rest of us

to agree to innovative postulates of this kind. As I allude to in the Introduction

(p. 16), as a matter of fact, we do not have direct empirical access to any “brute

facts” of personhood and personal identity. This is most obvious by the fact that

the sceptical question of whether the notions of personhood and personal identity

actually do refer to any feature of objective reality is still open, and entirely philo-

sophically respectable. Indeed, this sceptical question is one of the questions that

any philosophical theory of personal identity would (and probably should) be ex-

pected to answer. This lack of direct empirical access is why we need to be doing

metaphysics to try to characterise these notions.

But philosophers do, as we have seen, reach for some kind of presumed facts

about personhood and personal identity in their theorising. What exactly is the

nature of these presumed facts they appeal to, and are they not, at least in some

cases, obviously distinct from the opinions and practices of the folk?

But if not from the opinions and cultural practices of the folk, whence could

the philosopher get information of the facts of of personhood and personal identity?

Such facts are not available to measure physically, as we would in the physical sci-

ences. Metaphysics derived from revealed religion, would, theoretically be distinct

14Some have even gone as far as denying that philosophers ever rely on intuitions and appeals to
folk judgements as justification for their views – e.g. Williamson (2021); Cappelen (2012); Deutsch
(2009).

15As was suggested, for example by Devor et al. (2022).
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from the folk notions:16 but then we get into the usual inevitable, intractable de-

bates about whose revelations are the “true” ones, and all the other reasons why it

is undesirable to base philosophical theories on religious foundations. And if the

philosopher wishes to claim that they themselves have some kind of special access

to these facts (through their own intuitions, or whatever else), that then needs a

whole separate theory as to why some individuals have these special sensory or epi-

stemic powers, while the rest of us are simply “blind” to facts that are “manifest” to

them.

Until any claims of special epistemic access to the facts of personhood and

personal identity are successfully defended, however, the reasonable assumption we

should default to is that “facts” about personhood and personal identity cannot be

found anywhere except in the cultures through which some set of us human mediate

our interactions. And if that is the case, then elucidating the notions of personhood

and personal identity must be an exercise in describing and hopefully systematising

the notions that the folk do in fact use. Or at least that is what they need to do

for as long as they wish to resist more sceptical conclusions about personhood and

personal identity.17

But if that systematisation is to take the form of a reductionist first-order meta-

physical account of personhood and personal identity (like the Animalists and the

proponents of the psychological continuity criterion proposed do), the philosopher

must therefore contend with the following Two Problems, any time they appeal to

the intuitions and practices of the folk:

1. Whenever one tries to define concepts of personhood in terms of just one of

the conceptual clusters (e.g. psychological, biological, etc.), it seems that one

is very likely no longer talking about the same notion of personhood as the

folk users of the language. Put another way, on the evidence above, it appears

that for the folk notions it might be an “essential” part of their meaning that

16Though I am sure many a psychologist or anthropologist would beg to disagree.
17Though others (e.g. Machery, 2017, in Chapter 3) instead counter that when intuitions con-

flict on these kinds of questions (or in Machery’s wording, when these questions “elicit unreliable
judgements”), the philosopher should instead suspend judgement.
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they involve a plurality of these conceptual clusters. It may be essential for

the function that the folk notions of personhood and personal identity serve

for our mental models of the world more generally that they should some-

times produce judgements that draw on psychological considerations, other

times judgements that draw on biological considerations, and other times still,

judgements that draw on social and moral considerations, etc. I call this the

“Plurality Problem”.

2. Some of the plurality of considerations that go into the notion of personhood

cannot be reduced or otherwise explained in terms of one another, or indeed

in terms of some other, as of yet unexplored, notion or principle. From among

the categories of considerations associated with personhood in the studies of

Berniunas and Dranseika (2016), for example, something like the soul would

not be reducible to, or explainable in terms of, the physical stuff of the body,

and conversely the body would not reducible to, or explainable in terms of,

soul metaphysical stuff. When this occurs in a notion which is otherwise

necessarily constituted by a plurality of meanings, I call it the “Heterogeneity

Problem”.

Any theorist proffering a reductionist first-order metaphysical account must explain

away these two apparent Problems raised by the evidence we have so far. Because

if these apparent Problems do in fact obtain, as it appears they do to the naked

eye, then the notions of personhood and personal identity employed by the folk are

conceptually incoherent, but also, they cannot be made conceptually coherent by

the analytic method of philosophy.

So the empirical question now is whether these apparent Problems are in fact

manifest in the folk usage of their ordinary notions of personhood and personal

identity.
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5.2.1 The Plurality Problem

I believe that the empirical research of Berniunas and Dranseika (2016), Nichols and

Bruno (2010) and others referenced by them respectively, should suffice as robust

evidence that these folk notions are rich with diverse connotations.

The Problem for theorising about personhood and personal identity, however,

is that this diversity, this conceptual richness, appears not to be superficial. It does

not appear to be the case that only one category of considerations is essential, and

the richness on top of those consideration is just superfluous cruft of tangential

connotations.

Now, it is the case that some conceptual order can be imposed on the messy pic-

ture we have seen presented in Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) and the others. For

example, what Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) call “minimal self” considerations,

i.e. concepts related to agency and the locus of experience, could reasonably be

understood as a subset of, and reducible to, broader psychological considerations.

Similarly, moral considerations could, in principle be understood as a subcategory

of the broader category of social considerations, if one assumes that morality is

inherently a thing pertaining to social interactions. But biological, psychological,

social and soul considerations seem, at least on the surface, altogether conceptually

distinct. I will refer to these four categories of considerations as “The Big Four”. I

have engaged directly with theories based on three of these considerations (biolo-

gical, psychological, and social/moral) respectively in chapters 1-4.

And what we have seen throughout this thesis in each of the preceding chapters

is that whenever I have attempted to define the identity of persons in the narrow

terms of just one of these considerations, the results were notions that are evidently

substantially different from the folk notions personhood and personal identity. For

example:

• Animalism and body-based theories of personal identity more generally give

us the identity of the animal or of the organs of animals which can persist even

when the personhood is lost. But they do not allow that personal identity is

preserved when personal capacities are transferred to, for example, a non-
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biological medium. Folk notions, by contrast, seem to allow that persons can

survive and be transferred out of bodies and even out of brains – either by

transfer into an artificial substratum, or indeed by the survival of some kind

of soul.

• The best attempts at a psychological criterion give us notions of personal iden-

tity which are not a metaphysical identity relation, which can be bifurcated,

and so on. Folk notions, by contrast, demand that personal identity preserve

uniqueness in the manner of a relation of numerical identity.

• Strictly speaking, nothing about the Soul is directly empirically accessible,

so, at best, theorising about the Soul is still theorising with and about the

psychological states which are assumed to be symptomatic of the Soul (as

per Locke).18 On the one hand, folk usage does appear to conflate souls with

active psychology. But on the other hand, we have already seen that the folk

intuitions allow for personal identity to persist in the case when a human ex-

hibits no apparent psychological states. And no soul-based theory of personal

identity will be able to account for that view of the folk in a philosophically

defensible way – i.e. the only way to make the claim of personal identity on

the basis of the soul in that scenario is to assert that the soul is still present in

the vegetating body, but there will be no evidence or reason for anyone else

to believe that the soul is still present in that body.

• Social considerations as criteria for personhood and the identity of persons,

are by themselves quite a lot more complex conceptually. This is because

social facts are a combination of objective facts in external reality mixed

with facts about the subjective experience of the social beings who interact

with each other in that external reality. I argue in chapter 4 that ultimate

decisions about personal identity are likely determined socially, by the inter-

actions between subjects who presume each other to be persons like them-

18Unless the theorising is done on purely theological considerations. But that would not provide
any help in judging personhood and identity in individual cases in the way a theorist of personal
identity is interested in doing.

183



selves. But folk notions of personhood and personal identity demand that

whether something is a person and whether their identity is preserved over

time is a matter of fact, not just an arbitrary social convention. Whether that

fact would be yielded by the unity of a continuous stream of consciousness,

or the continuity of an individual human animal body, or the persistence of a

soul, any one of those would likely be closer to the “concrete reality” that folk

suppose persons to have, than the social convention theory I have proposed.

On each occasion where I have tried to explain the notions of personhood and per-

sonal identity in terms of just one of the Big Four categories in chapters 1 to 4, the

concepts that resulted from those exercises seem to bear little resemblance to the

notions employed by the folk – before we even considered the other philosophical

problems with each of the proposals we have examined in turns. We have therefore

encountered the Plurality Problem in action in the previous chapters even before we

saw the responses to the Berniunas and Dranseika (2016) free-listing exercise. Folk

notions of personhood and personal identity appear to be necessarily conceptually

diverse, and any attempt to reduce these notions exclusively to one category of con-

siderations from among “the Big Four” therefore seems likely to me to yield distinct

and dramatically impoverished concepts compared to the folk notions in the future,

just as they have done in the past.

5.2.2 The Heterogeneity Problem

How big a problem is the Plurality Problem for first-order theorising about person-

hood and personal identity, in actuality? Well, that depends.

One thing that could give us all the conceptual coherence and robustness we

seek would be if we had obvious referents for these notions in the external world.

But as stated in the Introduction (on p. 16), if the referents of the notions of per-

sonhood and personal identity were immediately transparent to us, we would not

need to be having this discussion. We are attempting to theorise about the criteria

by which we can identify which things in the world are persons precisely because

these facts are not immediately transparent to us.
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Absent that kind direct empirical access to the referents of these notions, the

best we can hope to do is to define these notions as well-structured, coherent con-

cepts which would consequently have robust referential behaviour – i.e. they would

produce reliable and consistent judgements among the folk about when someone is

a person, and when the identity of that person is preserved over time. And at least

in principle, we could conceivably produce such definitions for personhood and

personal identity even when the conceptual plurality highlighted above is acknow-

ledged, provided that we can find (or impose) some kind of conceptual order in the

ways in which the Big Four categories of considerations relate to one another and

interact when they come together in the folk notions. I take it that such conceptual

order would be inherent in the notions, for example, if our chosen set of considera-

tions can, in fact, be reduced to (i.e. defined or otherwise explained in terms of) one

another, or indeed in terms of some other, as of yet unexplored, notion or principle.

Whatever our choice of considerations from among the Big Four that we attempt to

bundle together to give us our adequately rich notion of personal identity could thus

perhaps also be made conceptually coherent and therefore referentially robust.

For example, suppose that we discard the soul as a consideration altogether,

but agree that personal identity should be understood in terms of physical animal

bodies, their psychological states, and their social interactions. Now suppose that all

the psychological considerations can, in the ultimate analysis, be reduced entirely to

biological phenomena. And then, suppose that all the social aspects of personhood

can be reduced entirely to psychological phenomena, which in turn we can then

explain in biological terms. If that were the case, we could produce an account of

personal identity that was (what I would call) “conceptually coherent” – i.e. non-

“heterogeneous” in my sense –, grounded entirely in biological considerations, even

if the set of biological considerations we appeal to would be more expansive than

the traditional biological criteria we have encountered in Animalism or brain-based

theories. If this worked, there would be no Heterogeneity Problem, because the

notions of personhood and personal identity will have been found to be inherently

conceptually coherent, despite the apparent Plurality on the surface.
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So does there remain a persistent Heterogeneity Problem? Is it not possible to

construct a theory of personhood and personal identity from a conceptually coherent

choice from among the Big Four categories of considerations like in the example

above? To determine the answers to these questions we must examine each of the

Big Four categories in turn, and see how much scope there is for making each

conceptually coherent (in my sense) with any of the others. But if we find that

there is no scope for this plurality of considerations that constitutes the notions of

personhood and personal identity to be made conceptually coherent in this way,

there will be nothing inherent in these notions to give us the referential consistency

and robustness we seek for these notions – or, in other words, there will be nothing

to impose that these notions consistently refer to any aspect of reality.

5.2.2.1 Souls

Prima facie, souls would be the most robust candidate for underpinning personal

identity. This is not least because souls have historically been understood to be

characterised by just those properties of individuality, persistence, and active psy-

chology that we associate with the folk understanding of personal identity. The

problem is the putative nature of souls. That is, that they are supposed to be made

of substance that is radically different from matter,19 and more importantly, a sub-

stance that is not empirically accessible, except possibly through the very limited

window of our own psychological states. And that, in the best-case scenario, only

gives me empirical access to my own soul. Everyone else could be soulless zom-

bies, for all I could possibly know.20

Assuming souls gives us two possible metaphysical pictures. Either souls, in

virtue of being of a different substance, are entirely removed from any association

with any other of the Big Four. And in that case, if personal identity is reducible

entirely to souls, personal identity is not something we can theorise about. We have

learned this as early as Locke (in chapter 2, above).21

19E.g. Locke (1970); Descartes (1641), and their scholastic predecessors.
20See, for example, philosophical zombies in Kirk (2021).
21Of course, as part of a mix of considerations that go into some amalgamated notion of personal

identity, the soul could still be considered if one assumes souls have some kind of relationship with
psychological states. That may well be how the folk respondents in Berniunas and Dranseika (2016)
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This would be profoundly problematic for the folk notion of personal identity

itself, because the folk are perfectly willing and happily able to talk about and use

the notions of personhood and personal identity in their day-to-day lives. Not one of

us is flummoxed by divine or metaphysical mysteries when we talk about persons,

or when we engage with others as persons.

Or, under a dualist metaphysics, we take psychology to be a mode of the soul

substance, which means we could reason about and theorise about personal identity

understood in terms of the soul through some kind of metaphysical psychological

criterion notion of personal identity of the kind we have discussed in chapter 2

(p. 90, above) as one of the possible revised readings of Locke proposed by Ruth

Boeker (e.g. 2014). But...

5.2.2.2 Psychology and physical substance

Psychology can be shown to be “heterogeneous” in my sense from both the soul,

contra the Boeker reading of Locke (p. 90, above), and from the biology of the

human animal or of the brain.

As far as the soul goes, Locke motivated his psychological approach to per-

sonal identity by asking the question: how do we know that memories or any of the

other psychological traits or processes are not instantiated by numerically different

soul entities at different times in the same body?22 We know nothing about souls

and we therefore do not and cannot know whether it is indeed the numerically same

soul which animates my thoughts in the evening before I go to bed and then my

thoughts the next morning when I wake up. Locke’s very starting point was his

argument that assuming metaphysical souls cannot inform us about the persistence

of persons in principle, and that it is therefore cannot do any work in a theory of

personal identity.

Alternatively, if instead of grounding psychology in soul substance we ground

it in material substance, the heterogeneity of psychology from the underlying sub-

stance comes into even sharper relief.

thought about souls when they offered “essential self” soul-like terms as responses to the free-listing
exercise. But my point here is that the Soul cannot be “homogenised” with the other considerations.

22Chapter 2 above, p. 62 onward.
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Under scientific materialist worldview, the closest association between psycho-

logical states and biological states so far has been produced by the “neural correl-

ates of consciousness” research programme in cognitive science. This programme’s

assumptions seem to be corroborated by experimental findings in studies where re-

searchers managed to infer psychological states of individuals from the physical

state of their brains,23 and, even more impressively, when researchers managed to

elicit specific psychological states in people when they applied physical interven-

tions to their brains.24 Such experimental findings seem to suggest strongly that at

least part of an active psychology is grounded in the mechanics of physical matter.

Yet such correlations do not therefore imply by necessity that psychology is

conceptually reducible to the brute physiology of the brain or the broader human

body, and that therefore any psychological consideration that goes into the notion

of personal identity can ultimately be explained entirely in biological terms. We

have seen this already in chapter 1: psychological function may, in the philosoph-

ical lingo, supervene on the biological medium in which it is instantiated, but is

logically and conceptually separable from it. Such function seems detachable from

its underlying medium in principle, and it might even turn out to be detachable in

practice in the future, if we figure out how to transfer cognitive function to some

non-biological medium.

Moreover, an isomorphic argument would work, mutatis mutandis, even if we

were to consider psychology as function instantiated in soul substance. The same

kind of conceptual independence and heterogeneity would obtain. Illustrating the

same argument in the case of souls is more difficult because the soul is this mys-

terious, hypothetical substance to which we have no other access except, under the

most generous assumptions, through our own psychology. But in abstract, the con-

cern we saw raised by Locke (in chapter 2) about the separability of psychology

and souls is exactly the same concern illustrated in chapter 1 about the conceptual

distinction of function and psychology from the matter substance.

Thus, from among the Big Four, we so far have three domains that are therefore

23E.g.: Kragel et al. (2016), as well as all its references list.
24E.g.: Selimbeyoglu and Parvizi (2010); Silvanto and Pascual-Leone (2008); Fausto (2019).
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entirely conceptually distinct and heterogeneous by definition: souls, presumed to

exist and heterogeneous by definition from anything made of matter; (human) an-

imal bodies as things made of matter; and psychology as a phenomenon in the

abstract domain of function – function that can theoretically supervene on any kind

of medium or substance. And this is what best illustrates the conceptual distinctive-

ness and heterogeneity of psychology from the other two: conceptually, psychology

is function that can be implemented just as easily in either biological or soul sub-

stances, and if we are ever to determine in which substance it does in fact happen,

we will not find those answers in a priori conceptual analysis.

5.2.2.3 Sociality and moral relations

Social considerations, however, are much more tricky, because they are not neatly

conceptually distinct from psychological and physical considerations.

Sociality is the domain of interactions between individuals. In our case, those

individuals are biological human animals, and their interactions are predicated on

assumptions they make about each other’s personhood and personal identity which

in turn seem typically predicated on assumptions each individual makes about the

other individuals having psychological states comparable to their own.

Yet sociality cannot therefore be simply reduced to psychological considera-

tions. This is at least because no individual has telepathic access to the psycholo-

gical states of any other individual in the course of their social interactions. All their

interactions, though predicated on the assumptions they make about each other’s

psychological states, are nevertheless mediated through physical media: the bodies

which speak and act towards one another, the objects we gift to or throw at one

another, etc.

So even if it were the case that personhood and personal identity could be

described theoretically exclusively in terms of social consideration, those them-

selves are a conceptually heterogeneous mix of psychological and physical consid-

erations.25

25As an aside, this is likely also the reason why I have found that narrative notions of personal
identity which take into account the social dimension seem to come closest to folk notions of per-
sonal identity. The realm of sociality encompasses a similar kind of conceptual heterogeneity to
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Lastly, one can in principle envisage theoretical attempts to reduce personal iden-

tity to some other principle, but it would be beyond to scope of this piece to try

to preempt a theoretical project which proposes to explain away the heterogeneous

diversity of the connotations associated with personhood and personal identity un-

der just one unifying principle or criterion, until such time as such an account is

produced.

So all in all, the philosophical analysis presented in this thesis (chapters 1-4)

and the findings from the empirical studies carried out so far seem to agree on this:

what we, as folk users of the notions, mean by “person” is a rich mix of hetero-

geneous considerations. Some of those considerations and conceptual resources are

psychological, others are related to the bodies of the things in the world we refer to

as persons, others still are assumptions about deep (hidden) essential natures, and

in virtually all cases, “persons” are important to the extent to which they stand in

social and moral relations with other presumed persons.

Now, this empirical description of what the folk do when they use their notions

of personhood and personal identity is great to have, and it is useful at least as

a counter to some of the exuberant assumptions that underpinned the first-order

theories we have explored in Part I. But unfortunately this description does not

amount to a theory. Reasonably, we may also want a theory of how and why the

folk use these notions in these ways. The next chapter outlines one way in which

we can approach these (second-order) questions in a theoretically robust way.

what the notions of personhood and personal identity seem to demand.
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Chapter 6

Persons as Hypotheses

At the start of this work I proposed that:

the notions of personhood and personal identity are most accurately

understood as merely negative hypotheses in the brains of us humans.

By which I meant that to characterise these notions as merely negative hypotheses

in our brains is to describe these notions more accurately than the pictures proposed

by the analytic reductionist approaches most popular in the philosophical literat-

ure, and especially the pictures proposed by Animalism, psychological criterion ap-

proaches, or any of the other accounts broadly within the same analytic reductionist

methodological framework.

At this point in my exposition, I have in place the resources I need to be able

to assert this, and explain why it appears to be the case. The necessary conclusions

have already been drawn along the way as we proceeded through chapters 1-5, but

I will now restate and consolidate them into an overall proposition.

The negative part of my account

First, let me summarise my negative claims as they relate to the first-order theoret-

ical accounts I have taken aim at in this thesis:

metaphysical reductionism has not been adequately justified as a meth-

odological choice to underpin theorising about personhood and per-

sonal identity.
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When a philosopher proposes a first-order theory of personhood and personal iden-

tity (e.g. Animalism), they could be offering one of two things:

1. A normative assertion that we should understand these notions in the way

they propose, for the reasons they propose; or

2. A descriptive claim that their account characterises, to some degree of accur-

acy, the notions as they are used by the folk.

For a normative assertion to be viable, it needs at the very least, to be internally con-

sistent and to produce the theoretical outcomes that the proponent claims a theory

should produce.

In chapter 1 we have seen that the main biology-based accounts (Animalism,

and brain-based theories) cannot produce an account of what biological continuity

amounts to that does not also allow personal identity to persist beyond biological

continuity, thus contradicting the core proposal of the entire project (i.e. the pro-

posal that persons refer to nothing more than the biological entity). And in chapters

2 to 4, we have seen that neither psychological continuity nor the contours of ac-

countability can produce a relation of identity that can serve as the basis for the

notion of personal identity, as the proponents of these theories intended.

In each case, the proponents of these theories made bold assertions about the

nature of personhood, only to find that their proposed picture about the nature of

persons would not in fact give them the picture of the persistence and identity of

persons that they expected and required from their theories.1 Because of these

internal failures of their accounts, none of these theorists can therefore make the

normative assertion that this is how the rest of us should think about personhood

and personal identity.

Despite these failures, however, these theorists may still press a descriptive

claim that, as a matter of fact, the way in which they think about personhood and

personal identity just is the closest to how the folk think of and use the notions.
1Parfit (1984) had the most honest response when found that his psychological continuity cri-

terion failed to produce a relation of identity: he stopped talking about personal identity altogether.
Which is fine, but then the folk notion of personal identity remains unexplained. And we would still
reasonably demand to understand what the folk are, in fact, talking about when they use the notion.
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On this point it is more challenging to arrive at definitive conclusions for two

reasons. First, by their very nature, empirical claims about reality are never as

categorical as conclusions about internal contradictions in a philosophical account.

Second, we have only relatively limited data collected specifically on the questions

of personhood and personal identity, as we have seen in chapter 5.

Nevertheless, we have seen throughout chapters 1 to 4 that the proposed ac-

counts in each respective chapter ended up diverging from folk intuitions and usages

quite dramatically when pushed with thought experiments and counter-examples.

And we saw in chapter 5 that the ways in which the folk think about and use these

notions is conceptually diverse, across heterogeneous conceptual domains, and they

simply do not follow the presumptions of the philosophers that they must consist-

ently refer to just this or that category of meanings and connotations. Thus, when

asked about hypothetical brain transplants and other similar scenarios, the folk seem

largely convinced that the identity of a person goes with their continuous psycho-

logy. But subsequently they can be persuaded that a human animal without any act-

ive psychology at all may still be a person, and indeed the same person, for example

when they are prompted to consider the moral relations and emotional attachments

that other people may yet have towards a patient in a permanent vegetative state.

As new evidence gets collected, the conclusions we draw from the available

data may change. But on the currently available evidence, the proponents of the

kinds of accounts we have reviewed in Part I also cannot sustain the descriptive

claim that their proposed pictures are anywhere near accurate representations of

the content and usage of the notions of personhood and personal identity among

the folk. And on this issue, all these theories fail in the same way: they insist on

reducing the notions of personhood and personal identity to considerations belong-

ing to just one of the conceptual domains typically associated with these notions.

Whereas so far as we can see on the current evidence, from among the plurality of

conceptual domains we have identified in Ch. 5, nothing entitles any philosopher to

elevate just one category of considerations as essential to the notions of personhood

and personal identity, while demoting all considerations from the other conceptual
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domains to merely incidental conceptual cruft that must be explained away.

This then is the negative part of my argument in this thesis:

On the basis of everything we have seen in chapters 1-5, philosophers

who work on personhood and personal identity are not entitled to one

assumption that most of them have presupposed as an implicit axiom

in their theories: the positive assumption that these concepts should be

understood in terms of (or reduced to, or defined exclusively in terms

of) considerations belonging to just one conceptual domain.

If one is proposing a first-order account as a normative assertion that we should

understand these notions in a conceptually reduced way, they must offer an explicit

argument for why the folk are wrong to use the notions of personhood and personal

identity in the ways they do – and that argument obviously needs to persuade the

rest of us. And if one is proposing a descriptive first-order account that insists on a

conceptually reduced picture of these notions, one must explain away the dissenting

empirical evidence currently available, or supplant it with new and better evidence

that supports their contention. I am not aware of any extant first-order account that

meets these criteria.

My positive proposals

But I have also made a positive claim in my thesis. I did not claim merely that other

philosophers are wrong to make some of the assumptions that they have made, but

I have also claimed that the notions of personhood and personal identity can be

described in a different way to how the popular accounts have tried to, and that

this different way of characterising these notions will in fact be (relatively more)

accurate. I have claimed that it would be relatively more accurate to understand the

notions of personhood and personal identity as:

“negative hypotheses” in the brains of us humans.

What does this mean?

After I have drawn my negative conclusions above, I am left with a problem:

if I reject the assumption inherent in the reductionist analytical accounts that the
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folk implicitly draw on just one category of metaphysical considerations, I need to

explain how it is that the folk can entertain and use notions that are seemingly made

up of a plurality of conceptually heterogeneous ideas. How is it that humans like us

(like the folk we are) can have and use notions, some of which may be conceptually

homogeneous and have coherent referential behaviour, and some of which may be

conceptually heterogeneous and therefore potentially have inconsistent referential

behaviour?

Let me lay out the problem in concrete terms, as it relates specifically to the

notions of personhood and personal identity. Whatever structure these notions have

in our minds, however they are represented in our brains, that structure must allow

us to bundle together (most, if not all of) the following thoughts:

1. “there exist persons in the world” (the existential presumption);

2. “the human in front of me is a person” (and other similar thoughts associated

with the biology of the humans I regard as persons);

3. “a person is a thinking thing” (and other similar thoughts about the psycholo-

gical capacities of persons);

4. “the person is the unit of moral concern” (and other similar thoughts about

the social and moral relations that are important to persons);

5. plus, any of the other kinds of thoughts we have seen are associated with

persons in Chapter 5.

6. Plus, plausibly: “all of the above will turn out to refer to the same thing in the

world” (as we do appear to be bundling all the heterogeneous connotations

under one unified notion which we do presume refers successfully to distinct

objects in the world).

7. Plus, plausibly: “persons have identity, and I can make (true) judgements

about the identity of persons in concrete cases” (this, after all, seems to be

one of the main functions the notions of personhood and personal identity

serve for us in our social transactions).
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In short, these notions must be a kind of information structure that allows folk to

hold all these disparate, heterogeneous ideas in their heads under the one notion of

personhood, and for them to think that these ideas all refer to just one aspect of the

world, without them either noticing, or minding, the problems that can arise from

the conceptual heterogeneity hiding just below the surface of the overall construct,

and the risk of inconsistent referential behaviour that that heterogeneity poses.

To remind ourselves, the Heterogeneity Problem (chapter 5, section 5.2.2, p.

184 above) for the philosopher was that when we lack immediate empirical access to

a referent of a notion in external, objective reality, the only way left for a philosopher

to insist that the notion nevertheless describes an (inaccessible but still real ) aspect

of reality, or at least a useful way of thinking about reality, would be to define

its content as a well-structured, coherent concept which would consequently have

robust referential behaviour. In our case here, that would then give us reliable and

consistent judgements about when someone is a person, and when the identity of

that person is preserved over time.

It should be immediately evident why lacking this is a problem for a philo-

sopher trying to articulate a theory of personhood and personal identity. But it may

be less immediately apparent to folk users of the folk notions of personhood and

personal identity why any of this is a problem for them, because they do not labour

under the same strictures of clarity and logical coherence as a philosopher proposing

a theory of metaphysics, and because in most mundane situations they can indeed

use the notions as they have them now to produce judgements that do have reliable

and consistent referential behaviour – in most situations in the everyday lives of the

folk, individual persons are quite unproblematically individual human beings.

Still, even though less apparent, this is indeed a practical problem for the folk

as well, at least in the rare occasions when they are faced with edge cases where

the thoughts I listed above are not all true at the same time about some observed

thing in reality. From the various scenarios we have thought about throughout the

previous chapters, the example that the folk would be most likely to encounter in

their lived experience would be cases of patients in permanent vegetative states.
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That is a concrete, but still mundane example where (as we have seen in Berniunas

and Dranseika, 2016) the current folk notions of personhood and personal identity

do not enable the folk to make reliable and consistent judgements about the patient’s

personhood.

And regardless, whether heterogeneity is a practical problem also for the folk

or not, this observed fact of conceptual heterogeneity still requires explanation.

How is it that the folk can entertain such disparate, heterogeneous thoughts un-

der one notion that to their mind appears as a concept that very naturally refers to

real things in external reality?

So far as I can see, the easiest and most likely way in which this is possible

is if the structure of the notions of personhood and personal identity in the mind of

ordinary folk allows the representation of all that positive content we invest under

these notions, all the thoughts we maintain are simultaneously true of persons, to

be held in a “shallow” way: we need the notions to allow us to think and say things

about persons (e.g. each of the heterogeneous things I mentioned above), without

requiring my brain to have a clear understanding of what all those things actually

mean when I use the notion – or ever, if I do not ever choose to reflect actively

on the meanings of the notion. Concretely, these notions must allow me to say “a

person is a thinking thing”, without thereby immediately requiring me to evoke a

fully worked out concept of what thinking is. They must simultaneously allow me

to say that “the human in front of me is a person”, without immediately requiring

me to have a fully worked out metaphysical theory about how physical, biological

entities may have the capacity to think. And so on.

And when it comes to using the notions in everyday situations to make concrete

discriminations about which things in the world are persons, and who is who, we

appear to hold (at least a number of, if not all of) those thoughts as provisional

hypotheticals, “true” so far as I know, and until I have any reason to question them.

These thought processes through which we assign meaning to notions like that

of personhood in our normal lives evidently do not proceed in the way a philo-

sopher would approach things: we do not normally build these notions we use,
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progressively, from simpler, better understood conceptual parts, taking each step

very carefully, until we can produce a “classical concept”:

a lexical concept C has definitional structure in that it is composed of

simpler concepts that express necessary and sufficient conditions for

falling under C. (Margolis and Laurence, 2021)

Of course, in contemporary philosophy we think of classical concepts more as a

normative ideal for concepts produced by philosophers in their theories rather than

a descriptive picture of how concepts are commonly structured in the minds of hu-

mans. So it would be quite remarkable if any folk notions already had that form.

But there are a number of other putatively descriptive theories of concepts in the

philosophical literature, and we would have hoped that at least one of these theor-

ies describes the same kind of behaviour and (inferred) structure of concepts that

we have seen in the folk notions of personhood and personal identity throughout

my empirical explorations in the preceding exposition. Had that been the case, my

positive proposal in this thesis would have been much simpler: when aiming to pro-

duce descriptive theories of personhood and personal identity, philosophers should

make sure their account takes the shape of concepts that the folk actually use. So

if Schechtman wants to claim her theory is descriptive and accurate, and these con-

cepts for the folk work as proposed by the prototype theory of concepts (e.g. Hamp-

ton, 2006), then Schechtman’s narrative personal identity should fit within the pro-

totypes framework. And then, my thesis at the top would have been: “I propose that

the notions of personhood and personal identity are most accurately understood as

prototypes”, or something along those lines.

Unfortunately, the main theories of concepts in the philosophical literature do

not quite fit with what we have seen with personhood and personal identity in our

explorations up to now – although some accounts do appear to be quite close to

what we have observed with our notions of interest, at least in some aspects, and

when that happens we can and should learn from the insights that gives us.

I take the “main” theories of concepts to include: the classical theory (e.g.

Margolis and Laurence, 2021), the prototype theory (e.g. Hampton, 2006), the ex-
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emplar theory (e.g. alluded to in Michel, 2020, pp. 625), conceptual atomism (e.g.

Fodor, 1998; Quilty-Dunn, 2021), and the theory theory (e.g. Gopnik and Meltzoff,

1997, etc.). And we have already seen how the folk notions of personhood and

personal identity definitely do not take the form of concepts in the classical theory,

most clearly in chapter 5: none of the meanings associated with the notions are

individually strictly necessary to be present for the folk to ascribe personhood and

personal identity in all cases, and similarly, none of them are individually sufficient.

The remaining theories of concepts seem to me to fall short of descriptive

accuracy as follows.

Prototype theory

In the prototype theory of concepts, the concepts of personhood and personal iden-

tity would include all of the meanings and connotations we have observed in

Chapter 5, but would not require any of them categorically. Instead, some entity

is a person if they satisfy “enough” of the properties expected of persons in ab-

stract. Entities which seem to satisfy all those expectations, i.e. adult humans in

good mental and physical health, would fit the prototype of the concept of person

perfectly. But we do allow for some degree of deviation from that ideal case. And

in deviant cases, up to and including edge cases, we do some kind of negative com-

parison against the prototype expectations, and make some judgement of whether

the case at hand exhibits “enough” of the expected properties for us to be happy to

ascribe personhood.

At first sight, this does seem to account rather well for the ways in which the

folk use these notions that we have seen so far. Especially the negative comparison

against (proto-)typical expectations of persons helps us account for the absence of

any one individual property (or even single category of properties from among the

psychological, biological, social, etc.) that is always either necessary or always

sufficient for the ascription of personhood. But prototype theory is easily defeated

as a description for the folk notions of personhood and personal identity by way

of a general shortcoming of prototype theory: namely that that kind of negative

comparison is not the only way we decide whether instances fall under concepts
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(e.g. Keil, 1992; Gelman, 2003, etc.).

In the case of personhood and personal identity, a counter-example could be

constructed as follows. We have seen in Chapter 5 that a human in a permanent

vegetative state can be considered a person, if other social and moral conditions

are satisfied. That seems consistent with what is proposed by prototype theory, as

these examples stipulate that all but one aspect of personhood are present – all but

active psychology. We have also agreed throughout this thesis that non-humans

can be considered persons, if they meet certain other criteria: so angels, intelligent

aliens, potentially even sufficiently advanced artificial general intelligences, and

so on. These ascriptions would also be consistent with the picture proposed by

prototype theory, because these examples are stipulated to match all aspects of the

common prototype of person except solely for the presence of human bodies. So

how about an alien without a consciousness? What if we consider an alien that was

formerly accepted as a person on account of meeting enough of the prototypical

expectations, but who is now in a state akin to our permanent vegetative state, and

thus lacks both the body and the psychology common of persons?

Logic would dictate that if Deivydas (from Berniunas and Dranseika, 2016,

study 3) is still a person when he is in a permanent vegetative state, then so is our

alien – if Deivydas did not cease to be a person, our alien should also not cease to

be a person when they both suffer the exact same kind of change.

But by this point, the only elements that are still present from all the mean-

ings and connotations under our prototype of person is that the individual alien in

question is still alive, and that other (alien) persons care about them in seemingly

interpersonal kinds of ways. The folk would likely have to follow the logic that our

alien is still a person if Deivydas is still a person, but it is not clear that the prototype

theory can account for this, given how far we have strayed from the prototype here.

By prototype theory alone, eschewing what is logically entailed by the comparison

with Deivydas, you might think our unconscious alien would be a better fit for the

prototype of a house plant than a person: i.e. an unconscious living organism that
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some persons are invested in, in a pseudo-interpersonal, one-sided kind of way.2

At least, unless “having previously been a person” is somehow a part of the

prototype of personhood. And I am not sure how that could work: that presumption

would make it harder for a newborn baby to count as a person, and easier for a

recently deceased corpse to (actively, in the present) count as a person. Instead, I

would think that the apparent stickiness of the status of person in some instances

where entities who were previously considered persons stop meeting the criteria

under the prototype indicates that there are other cognitive mechanisms in play here.

The general objection here is that for any proposed prototype, we can, through

logical analogy, through conceptual composition, etc., construct examples of in-

stances where the corresponding concept applies to things that are otherwise too

dissimilar from the (statistically constructed) prototype, and which we would there-

fore expect to not fall under the prototype by that usual mechanism of negative

comparison.

The general retort to such critiques (e.g. Osherson and Smith, 1981; Landau,

1982) is to propose that alongside the statistical cloud of meanings, prototypes also

have a “conceptual core”, which is more rationally structured, and which would un-

derpin those logical analogies and conceptual compositions, even beyond the statist-

ical similarity to the prototype which we would observe as the basis of judgements

of where the concept applies in more typical circumstances.

The problem for us, as we are looking to elucidate the notions of personhood

and personal identity, is that it is precisely that conceptual core that seems to be

missing for these notions. So from what we have observed in Chapter 5 and before,

the idea that the folk do that kind of negative comparison against a prototype-like

notion of personhood and personal identity would indeed account for the fact that

we cannot pin down any individual connotation or metaphysical category of con-

notations as either singularly necessary or singularly sufficient for the folk to ascribe

personhood and identity. So that is a mechanism we very likely need to incorporate

2What I mean here is that if you started your reflections on this case with just the raw facts,
and were dispassionately trying to fit those facts to the content of the most (statistically) similar
prototype, the prototype of a house plant would probably fit more of the facts than the prototype of
a person in this example.
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in our description of how the folk structure their thoughts when they use these no-

tions. But it seems clear to me that the folk do more than just this kind of negative

comparison to a cloud of meanings under the notion of personhood. So the way

the folk structure their notions is not entirely described by the prototype theory of

concepts.

Exemplar theory

The exemplar theory of concepts (e.g. alluded to in Michel, 2020, pp. 625) is quite

similar to the prototype theory in that it also proposes that we judge whether a new

observed thing or phenomenon falls under a concept by way of similarity and some

arbitrary degree of acceptable deviation. But whereas prototype theory proposes

that those judgements are made against an abstract aggregation of meanings that

we structure together under one concept, exemplar theory instead proposes that we

compare against some number of concrete instances of things that we have previ-

ously assigned under the concept, that we recall from memory. So in the case of

making a judgement about the personhood of a new thing we observe (say, we just

came across a seemingly intelligent alien), we would compare the new entity for

similarity with actual, concrete human beings: e.g. perhaps our parents, or some

actual human friends and acquaintances, or famous people we admire, etc.

So, according to this theory, perhaps what actually happened in our example

with the alien above is that what prompted the folk to consider our alien as “still a

person” was not the logic I proposed, but rather a still statistical kind of comparison

with the exemplar of Deivydas, where the two cases were deemed “similar enough”.

The degree to which this theory would seem to accurately describe the folk

usage of the notions of personhood and personal identity seems to me to also be

predicated on this negative comparison of new observed things to already known

persons – just as the initial plausibility of the prototype theory seemed to me pre-

dicated on that theory’s proposal that we do that kind of negative comparison against

already know facts about personhood. Once again, this kind of negative comparison

neatly allows us to account for how humans use notions and concepts that do not

appear to have any kind of core content that is either always necessary or always

202



sufficient.

And I would also note that the exemplar and prototype theories do not appear

to me to be necessarily exclusive: one could easily imagine how humans could

get initially acquainted with concepts through concrete exemplars, and later on,

synthesise the “essential” features of a concept into a statistical prototype, so as to

not have to recall and compare against too many exemplars every time. And indeed,

at least in some cases, that synthesis could even produce constructs that would fit

the demands of the classical theory of concepts.

But the exemplar theory of concepts seems to me to fall short of accurately

describing the usages of the notions of personhood and personal identity among

the folk in similar ways to the prototype theory: the folk use these notions in more

expansive ways than you might expect than if the exemplar theory alone described

all the mechanisms in play.

The clearest problem is that exemplar theory cannot account at all for some of

the meanings under the folk notion of personhood that we have found in chapter

5. Since the exemplars are concrete things we have encountered and have been

directly acquainted with, any of the sufficiently abstract meanings under the notion

of personhood could raise this problem. But the clearest illustration would be the

idea that “persons have souls”. No one has an acquaintance with an exemplar of

another person’s soul. Yet that is an aspect of personhood that still features in the

thinking of many a folk. And it used to be a lot more prevalent. From which we

must conclude that the folk notions of personhood and personal identity are drawn

from much more than just their memory of concrete exemplars. It seems evident

that at the very least, on top of the exemplars one may recall when contemplating

the notion of personhood, there has also been ample cultural accretion of mean-

ings under these notions, and this evident fact is simply not accounted for by the

exemplar theory.

Conceptual atomism

Conceptual atomism (e.g. Fodor, 1998; Quilty-Dunn, 2021, etc.) proposes that

concepts do not have content in the form of internal meanings or connotations, but
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instead the meaning of the concept is just the relation between the concept and some

aspect of the world – in short, the meaning of concepts is just their reference. Now

that may be entirely plausible for proper names (e.g. Kripke, 1980), but it should

be obvious that this theory of concepts cannot account for concepts that do not have

referents in the world: things like fictional entities, pure mathematical abstracts

(e.g. imaginary numbers), etc. These concepts still have meanings, even as they

(intentionally) lack any real referents.

In the case of personhood and personal identity, the cloud of inherent mean-

ings we have seen the folk associate with these notions would seem to immediately

refute the proposal that this kind of conceptual atomism is the way in which the

folk structure their notions. And if an intrepid philosopher would insist that as a

matter of fact the folk must structure their notions in the atomist way on the basis of

independent empirical evidence, and what the participants in the studies of Berni-

unas and Dranseika (2016) have done is merely list adjectives they associate with

concrete people (and that it is therefore too quick to conclude from that that the ad-

jectives themselves are the meaning of the notions), our intrepid philosopher would

quickly run into the exact same problem that any proponent of exemplar theory

would run into: how can they account for the purely abstract meanings with no

obvious referent in observable reality – most acutely the soul?

Once again we see that yes, it is most plausible that the notions of personhood

and personal identity mostly refer to individual human beings, but once again we

have to remind ourselves that these notions are in fact distinct from the notion of

individual human beings, that these notions are more expansive than the notions

of individual human beings, and that they are of interest to the folk and to philo-

sophers alike precisely because they intend to refer to things beyond mere human

animal bodies. And one recurring problem that occurs here as well is that some of

what these notions intend to refer to does not appear to have obvious, immediately

empirically accessible referents in observable reality. At the bottom of this entire

discussion, that has been the nub of the issue all along.
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The theory theory

And lastly, can we make sense of the notions of personhood and personal identity

in terms of the theory theory of concepts (à la Gopnik and Meltzoff, 1997)?

In this story, no concept can possibly be thought of in isolation and be self-

grounding in terms of its meanings, e.g. by reducing its meaning to just its reference

or some other such mechanism, but that instead the essential feature of concepts is

that they form a population of mental objects that have meaning together. This

is called a “theory” theory, because it would be analogous to how concepts are

expected to relate to one another in well-formed scientific theories. So in the same

way that the meaning of the concept of the electron is best understood only against

the context of the entire conceptual ensemble of the Standard Model of particle

physics, so too, the meaning(s) of the notions of personhood and personal identity

are best understood in the context of the wider conceptual economy of your typical

human individual in the course of their normal, social life.

The initial appeal of the theory theory of concepts will be that it seems like the

above characterisation surely must be true for how we all think, in general, and not

just in the case of notions like that of personhood and personal identity. No concept

and no folk notion can possibly make any sense in isolation, and at least a great

part of its meaning and usefulness will indeed be derived from the way in which it

is related to other concepts, and the roles it plays in the broader mental economy

of the individual who has them. And yes, not all our concepts and notions will be

integrated with each other in one single, unified global mental model – the folk will

will use one collection of concepts to think about social and political issues, and

another, entirely unrelated collection of concepts to think about the weather and

the seasons. But then, that kind of global conceptual integration is also an as of

yet unattained ideal in science itself. In physics, the hardest of hard science, this

is starkly evident in the radical separation between the conceptual domain of the

theory of general relativity and the conceptual domain of quantum mechanics.

The question for the theory theory is whether the insight that notions and con-

cepts must necessarily be embedded in broader networks of meaning, whether that
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gives us any new information about the content and structure of the notions of per-

sonhood and personal identity – at least in the form of constraints on how the notions

of personhood and personal identity must relate to the notions of consciousness, the

identity of human bodies, moral accountability, and so on, within the broader con-

ceptual network in which all these notions are situated. And whether they impose

any constraints on how either of these notions must be structured internally, in order

to relate to all the other associated notions in the expected way.

If one takes a strong interpretation of the theory theory, and supposes that folk

notions will face similar constraints (maybe looser, but in the same spirit) as im-

posed by the strictures of scientific theorising, then our observations in my expos-

ition so far about the content and behaviour of the folk notions of personhood and

personal identity would seem to refute the theory theory as a descriptively accurate

picture, in the case of these two notions. We have specifically seen that these two

folk notions exhibit no consistency in the ways in which they invoke the related no-

tions of consciousness, the identity of human bodies, moral accountability, and all

the rest. Very much unlike a term in a scientific theory, these notions have eluded all

our efforts to pin down their “proper location” within the conceptual network they

belong to.

Conversely, if one takes a weak interpretation of the theory theory, and sup-

poses that the only comparison to scientific theory that should be drawn is that folk

notions are necessarily embedded in a network of other, related notions, but that the

ways in which these notions are related is a much looser kind of association, rather

than the strict mutually dependent definitions of scientific theories, then we could

quite happily concede that the theory theory does describe something true about the

notions of personhood and personal identity in the minds of the folk.

But in this latter interpretation of the theory theory, unfortunately, just the mere

observation that no concept or notion is an island of meaning onto itself, and that any

such mental object is always embedded in a broader population of similar objects

which are needed together for us to make sense of the phenomena we observe in

reality, that alone does not give us any more insight into the precise content of the
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notions of personhood and personal identity, the internal structure of these notions

in the minds of the folk, and indeed it does not give us any insight into why we have

struggled so much to pin down the specifics.

But I believe we do have the resources to say more about these notions than

just this.

Negative hypotheses

When I claim that these notions are structured as “negative hypotheses”, I do not

intend to propose a new theory of concepts (at least not just yet3). I use this new

term primarily to highlight the differences we have just catalogued between what

we have observed about the folk notions of personhood and personal identity, and

the ways in which the common theories of concepts in the philosophical literature

propose that concepts are structured and function.

Do note also that I have used the word “notion” everywhere above judiciously

when I talked about personhood and personal identity, as opposed to the word

“concept”. I use the term “notion” to mean any kind of information bundle in our

mind4 that one can refer to with a label or other symbol (whether verbal or oth-

erwise), regardless of how vague, ill-defined, or incoherently constituted. And I

use the term “concept” to refer to the subset of notions which have some tangible

degree of referential precision or clarity of meaning, as per any of the theories of

concepts cited just above. In my usage, the category of “notions” is a superset of

all those kinds of concepts, but also contains any other bundles of information that

come under one unified label even though they may fail to count as a concept un-

der any definition. So long as we fail to account for the content and behaviour of

the notions of personhood and personal identity under some theory of concepts, I

believe it makes sense to insist on referring to these two as “notions”.

So why describe personhood and personal identity as “notions” that take the

form of “negative hypotheses”? Let me begin by recapitulating what we can say

concretely about the structure and behaviour of the notions of personhood and per-

3But a theory of concepts will be forthcoming as an explanation for my “negative hypotheses”
when we get to concepts in predictive processing below (section 6.2, p. 229).

4See e.g. Billman (1998, p. 649) in Michel (2020, pp. 624).
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sonal identity in the usages of the folk.

First, we observed that there is no question of whether these two notions do

in fact refer to anything in reality in the minds of the folk. Philosophers may pose

the sceptical question, as well they should, but the folk do not. And they do not

because it appears to them that they are in fact directly acquainted with persons:

they themselves are a person, and they will spend most of their days interacting

with other persons. So in this sense at least, part of their understanding of the

notions will be seemingly referring to exemplars.

But the understanding and usage of the notions for the folk does not cohere

entirely with exemplar theory, as we have seen above. We also observed that the

folk notions allow one to think of quite diverse kinds of things as persons: aliens,

angels, artificial intelligences, etc. None of us will have been acquainted with per-

son exemplars of any of these things, so the judgements that these things can also

be persons will not be informed by reference to exemplars. Instead, they are most

likely informed by the supposition (stipulated more or less explicitly when these

examples are posed) that those kinds of things will be similar to persons we are

acquainted with in relevant ways: probably mostly psychological capacities, and

consequent social capacities. This could be read to indicate that at this point the

folk reason in a manner more similar to what is proposed by the prototype theory.

But then we have seen that prototype theory also does not fully account for

how these notions work. The folk notions would seem to allow that things that

diverge almost entirely from the prototype of person by mere statistical similarity

would nevertheless still count as persons provided that analogies can be logically

composed to instances where we would have supposed persons could persist: i.e.

when we compared our alien in a permanent vegetative state with Deivydas in a

permanent vegetative state.

What we are left with, after our sojourn in the land of philosophical theories

of concept, is just two things: 1) a central commitment that persons are a category

of things that exist in reality; and 2) some kind of mechanism by which we ascribe

personhood in new cases that often involves negative comparison – but this negative
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comparison appears to be done against varying yardsticks (sometimes exemplars,

sometimes maybe prototypes, and so on), and so this mechanism does not appear

clearly defined (specifically in the minds of the folk).

That central commitment that persons are a category of things that exist in real-

ity looks to be axiomatic in the thinking of the folk. This axiom seems to me not

likely to have been derived by any user of these notions either from direct experi-

ence, or from logical reflection upon the things we experience. The most obvious

origin for this axiomatic supposition would instead seem to me to be lateral cultural

transmission. We learned to think about other humans as not mere human animals,

but as “persons”, by socialisation and acculturation during early development as

children.

But the content of what we are actually committed to when we assert “I am a

person and you are a person” is much less clear. It would appear to most of us that

what we are committed to when we make those assertions is a rather thick layering

of metaphysical assertions about the nature of persons and the conditions for the

continued identities of persons: basically, we would think of at least most of those

meanings and connotations catalogued in chapter 5.

Yet when interrogated in the right way, we have also seen that our commit-

ments to any one of those assertions about the nature and persistence of persons are

never absolute. Indeed, throughout my analysis in the course of this thesis, but also

empirically in the chapter 5, we have seen that we can be persuaded to drop any one

of those metaphysical commitments.

So I think we should characterise this situation as: the existence of persons

is axiomatic,5 but the meaning of personhood is ...hypothetical, provisional, or in

any case less than categorical. That some number of things in the world (including

ourselves) are persons is the primary concern and the categorical commitment we

make. What that actually says about the things in the category of persons is second-

ary – and to the extent to which there may be questions on that, those questions can

always be figured out later.

5In the predictive processing picture I will sketch later on in this chapter, this kind of commitment
would accounted for as a “Bayesian hyperprior” (e.g. Clark, 2013).
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And if this is correct, this would also be the reason why we could not pin

down exactly the specifics of the negative comparison mechanisms. If the positive

meaning of personhood is held in this non-committal kind of way, then we should

expect that the mechanisms by which we decide what things are persons will also

be flexible, provisional, and subject to reconsideration or renegotiation.6

And if that rankles the philosopher, that is by-the-by. The folk do not entertain

and use these notions for the same reasons and for the same purposes as the philo-

sophers would. The primary use of these notions for the folk is not to characterise

the metaphysics of the world, but rather to mediate social transactions between

themselves and other humans in their respective social groups. The folk (assume

they) need these notions to keep track of social relations and track the accountability

of individual humans over time, and that pragmatic need will likely always override

any theoretical misgivings that philosophers may have about the actual content and

referents of these notions. And if the philosophers raise these questions, the folk

will happily let them debate these matters among themselves. And while the philo-

sophers have those debates, the folk will continue to use their notions just as before.

But this is not to say that the folk intend to commit to only a metaphysically

thin notion of personhood. It may be the case that in actual practice the parts of

these notions that the folk are most robustly committed to are indeed very meta-

physically thin. But so far as I can see, the appeal and usefulness of these notions,

the reason why they would exist and we do not all simply use the notions of an-

imal identity for many of the same purposes, is precisely that these notions bring

together all these meanings about consciousness and social and moral relations, of

accountability, etc., on top of the identity of animal bodies. We may have failed

to identify any of these meanings as something the folk are always categorically

committed to as the meaning of personhood in all circumstances, but it does seem

to me that it is very much intended (by the folk, in the way they use these notions)

that personhood should have substantial, metaphysically thick meanings, beyond

the thin commitment that persons just are a category in reality.

6Including social, cultural and political negotiation.
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For these reasons it seems to me that the metaphysical meaning of these notions

is best characterised as “hypothetical”. By default, both when we interact with other

persons, and when we contemplate personhood in abstract, we will each have in

mind something like large set of the meanings we have documented in chapter 5.7

And we will suppose we mean all those things when we talk about persons. But

then, if we are pressed with philosophical arguments and thought experiments, we

may, temporarily, and for the purposes of that argument, discard any one of those

meanings as essential to personhood. Even so, that will rarely persuade us to discard

any of those meanings as part of the notion of personhood permanently, and in all

other cases.

Perhaps if one of those meanings were shown to be only incidental, and only

present in a minority of cases where we would ascribe personhood, we may be

persuaded to drop that meaning from our conception of what we refer to when we

contemplate personhood. Or, if we have independent reasons to discard one of these

meanings from our metaphysical world view altogether, then we will discard it from

out understanding of the notion of personhood as well – e.g. the soul will not feature

in the thinking of atheists. Otherwise, even if we grant that Deivydas can still be a

person without any active psychology in that thought experiment, most of the time

when we think about persons, we still think about their active psychologies.

But there is still some distance between my suggestion that the metaphysically thick

part of the commitments of the folk under the notion of personhood are “hypothet-

ical”, and characterising the structure of these notions, as “hypotheses”, and spe-

cifically as “negative hypotheses”.

One can observe that the term “hypothesis” seem to have the wrong grammar

here. A hypothesis is typically expected to express a proposition. But what I am

describing here seems to behave more like a predicate or relation, that composes

with individuals.8 And in that sense, describing these notions as “hypotheses” at all

7Though we will not all have the exact same sets in mind. For example, the atheists among us
will most likely discard the notion of the soul from their considerations.

8This point was correctly highlighted during the defence of this thesis by Mark Sprevak and Sam
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may seem somewhat infelicitous.

I believe that point should be granted. To the extent to which I would defend

my choice of terms here, I would do so in pragmatic terms – though it is entirely

possible that the reader will not be swayed by the following reasoning either. Part

of it is that in the way I think of the terms here, a “negative hypothesis” is not an

ordinary hypothesis with an extra property on top, but rather a more substantially

modified notion. What would remain in common between a “hypothesis” in the nor-

mal sense, and my notion of a “negative hypothesis” is the apparent “hypothetical”

kind of commitment to the positive propositional content. As per above, it seems to

me that when the folk assert a proposition like “I am a person”, this is not thought

of as a hypothesis, but rather as something more akin to an axiom. The predication

relation is not thought of as hypothetical. What is though of as hypothetical is the

meaning of the predicate. And my proposal would then be that the meaning of that

predicate should be characterised as a “negative hypothesis”, on the basis that it

is entertained in a provisional, hypothetical manner, and usually interrogated in a

“negative way” (what this “negative way” means will be elaborated upon below). I

believe that this choice of words does successfully emphasise the critical observa-

tions we have made about the less than categorical nature of the commitments the

folk make when they employ the notions of personhood and personal identity, but

it is correct to say that the use of the term “hypothesis” also brings with it connota-

tions that do not characterise the logical structure of what is happening with the folk

notions. For that reason, one can reasonably reject this choice of words, on grounds

of strict semantic correctness.

But the pragmatics of my chosen naming will hopefully be more compelling

when I will come to present my findings so far within the explanatory framework

of predictive processing in the literature on (the philosophy of) cognitive science

(section 6.1, p. 215 below). So far, my account has merely described the peculiar

ways in which we, as humans (as folk, when we are not theorising), entertain and

use the notions of personhood and personal identity. But I have not yet produced

Wilkinson.
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any explanation for how and why we use these notions in the ways that we do. I will

soon come to argue for how it is possible for humans to entertain and use notions in

this peculiar way in terms of the predictive processing theory in cognitive science.

In the conceptual framework of that theory, the corresponding phenomena to what

we have been talking about here bear the name “hypotheses”, and so, describing

these things as “hypotheses” in advance saves us a lot of work disambiguating terms

and the relations between terms. Given that, I hope my lack of imagination in

naming things can be forgiven.

But before we get to the predictive processing picture, I should still clarify why

I am insisting on describing these notions as specifically “negative hypothesis”.

What does the word “negative” denote from among the phenomena we have ob-

served in the folk usage of the notions of personhood and personal identity, and

why is it helpful to distinguish between this and regular hypotheses?

Apart from highlighting the fact that the structure, behaviour and function of

the notions of personhood and personal identity does not strictly cohere with the

expected grammar of the ordinary notion of a hypothesis, I believe (and hope) the

term “negative” here also helps to draw attention to the reader to the most striking

difference between the behaviour of the folk notions and the assumptions we have

seen philosophers make about these notions in Part I of my exposition.

When we stop to consider the personhood and personal identity of some entity,

we do not start our reflection from a positively defined set of necessary and sufficient

conditions for when something is a person, or when the identity of those persons is

preserved over time. Nor do we start with any robust assumptions or commitments

about the structure of concepts.

What we have observed in the case of personhood and personal identity very

consistently is that the folk compare newly given instances to previously established

judgements, to make determinations in the basis of similarity and deviation. Except

that the yardsticks against which they compare are not consistently the same things,

or even the same kinds of thing (as was supposed by the theories of concepts I have

surveyed above): the folk sometimes compare against exemplars, sometimes against
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more abstract bundles of meaning like those proposed by prototype theory, and

sometimes they focus on just whether the new instance could be judged sufficiently

similar to themselves in just one relevant way.9 And I think the most general way to

describe these judgements of similarity and deviation is as “negative comparison”.

Now, in a sense, when we are trying to figure out whether chimpanzees should

be thought of as persons, you can describe the thinking we do in that case as “look-

ing for similarities” with the canonical instances of persons, just as much as “look-

ing for differences”. By that measure, it would seem arbitrary to insist on the “neg-

ative comparison” and “deviation” way of describing the situation.10 And in many

cases, it is probably true that both of those ways of describing what is happening

are equally valid. But it occurs to me that in some of the marginal situations that

we are most likely to encounter in mundane life, the process of thought we would

be going through can only be described as “negative comparison”.

The most likely edge cases any of us is likely to encounter in our lives are

cases where the psychological continuity we assume of persons is dramatically dis-

rupted,11 up to the extreme case of patients in a vegetative state. In such cases,

the natural way we process the question of “is this a person?” is not by comparing

the similarity in capacities, etc., with a canonical example of a person. Rather, the

question we will be looking to answer is: “is this still a person, and are they the

same person they were before?” Especially in such cases where the instance before

us was previously considered a person unproblematically, the question of whether

this thing is a person is not prompted by any apparent similarity with recognised ex-

emplars, prototypes, etc., but it is prompted by the dissimilarity between them now

and them at a previous time when we had no trouble recognising them as a person.

And the eventual judgement in the affirmative or in the negative will be made not on

the basis of (disinterested, dispassionate) similarity, but on the basis of how much

their state now deviates from the expectations we had (of them as persons).

9E.g.: most folk would probably decide whether a General Artificial Intelligence should be
thought of as a person purely on whether that system could plausibly be “conscious”, in whatever
way they happen to think about consciousness.

10Point also raised by Mark Sprevak and Sam Wilkinson.
11This kind of occurrence is made common due to the prevalence of dementia, and other similar

neuro-degenerative diseases.
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For this reason, it seems to me that the most general way to describe these

judgements of similarity and deviation is as making “negative comparisons”.

In either case, whether my choice of terminology is here accepted or not, I believe

that the empirical evidence we have surveyed so far does indeed warrant us looking

at the folk notions of personhood and personal identity in the novel way I have

described. What remains to be answered is how notions can even work in our minds

and in our brains in the way the folk notions of personhood and personal identity

seem to – i.e. as what I have called “negative hypotheses”.

6.1 Hypotheses in predictive brains

I arrived at the proposition that folk notions of personhood and personal identity take

the form of negative hypotheses, as I defined above, through critical engagement

with the current literature on the topic, and especially by building upon Schecht-

man’s critique of traditional accounts of personal identity. But there already were

some other independent, empirical reasons to believe that a picture along these lines

could be accurate. Most notably, according to at least one of the most popular in-

terpretations of how human brains function in the literature in cognitive science,

predictive processing (PP), this is how we might expect our brains to be structuring

and using most notions, and certainly those notions that have not yet been properly

defined and integrated into any broader theoretical framework.12

The ways in which the predictive processing picture in the cognitive science

literature seems to expect, indeed predict, most (if not all) the features of folk think-

ing I refer to when I describe them as negative hypotheses, inclines me to believe

that the predictive processing picture is, as a matter of fact, describing the mech-

anics of how, as well as the reasons why, the folk do indeed use these notions as

negative hypotheses.

To see the reason why I am inclined to believe this, we will take a closer look

12As is currently the case with the folk notions of personhood and personal identity.
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at the picture proposed by the predictive processing account, and the empirical

evidence that motivates it. The picture I sketch below is primarily derived from

Andy Clark’s work, especially his 2013 article, “Whatever next? Predictive brains,

situated agents, and the future of cognitive science” and his 2016 book “Surfing

Uncertainty: Prediction, Action, and the Embodied Mind”, as well as Christian

Michel’s proposal for “Concept contextualism through the lens of predictive pro-

cessing” (2020).

For any empirical description of brain function to lend credence to my charac-

terisation of (some) notions as negative hypotheses, that empirical account should

vindicate and explain the following:

1. that notions can take the shape of presumptions, i.e. of hypotheses, that can

serve as premises for other cognitive tasks;

2. that the positive content of the hypotheses may be entertained in a shallow

way, that does not require me to have a robust understanding of what every

term in the content of the hypotheses means (let alone a fully worked out

theory of each term); and

3. that a notion can bundle under itself a number of (hypothetical) propositions

that are otherwise conceptually heterogeneous (specifically in the way we

have seen the notion of personhood seems to be heterogeneous in chapter 5),

and can do this bundling even when the set of propositions that are being

bundled may turn out to be impossible to reconcile into a coherent theory,

were we to try to work out in more detail the meaning of the propositions we

have previously entertained in a shallow way.

The picture of concepts that Michel (2020) outlines, within Clark’s (2013; 2016)

broader predictive processing framework, directly accounts for why notions in our

minds would take the shape of hypotheses, and also directly accounts for how it is

that the positive content of these hypotheses can be entertained in a shallow way.

It does not directly account for the conceptual heterogeneity that we have observed

for the notions of personhood and personal identity, or for how brains could be
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bundling together propositions that cannot be otherwise reconciled into a coherent

theory, but some aspects of the overall account do lend themselves to a speculative

explanation for these features of my negative hypotheses as well.

But before we get to concepts and notions in the predictive brain, we should

first get a handle on the overall picture proposed by predictive processing.

6.1.1 The function of our brains

The brain is an organ in an organism, so it is most natural to characterise it in terms

of the function it performs for the organism as a whole. In the most general terms,

and from an evolutionary point of view, the specific task of the brain within the

organism seems to be (at the very least) to make sense of the world, in order to help

the organism navigate it.

The questions that follow from that would then be: how does the brain perform

its task, and what resources does the brain have at its disposal to that end? Starting

with the issue of resources, these largely consist of: a small set of channels that

allows the brain to sample the world for data through the organs of sensory percep-

tion,13 and also the ability to move the body – and therefore the sensory organs – for

any purpose, including for the purpose of sampling more data from specific sources

of interest.

Our rich conscious experience (usually) suggests to us that our brains find their

task quite easy to perform. Yet when we look closer to the biological mechanisms

available to the brain, they seem substantially underpowered for what the brain is

expected to do: the brain must understand a highly detailed, fast-moving, three-

dimensional space from data coming from just two flat, two-dimensional retinas; it

must extract and understand words spoken by others from an uninterrupted sound-

scape; it must navigate complex and perennially ambiguous physical and social

environments almost always with less information than it would prefer. It must do

all of this and so many other things on top, and it must do many of these things

13Including the channels for proprioception, which enable the brain the get information about
what is happening internally within the body.
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simultaneously during every waking moment.

The predictive processing account, as advanced for example by Clark (2013;

2016, and elsewhere), proposes that our brains can and do achieve their task with

just these constrained resources, by maintaining a comprehensive, evolving internal

model of the external world in perpetuity. This model thus represents the external

world as dynamic, containing three dimensions of space, and being populated by

a great diversity of objects bound together by relationships of cause and effect –

and for our purposes, that of course includes intentional objects such as persons,

with their own, rather peculiar, potentially non-mechanistic powers of causation.

This model, in other words, looks exactly like your conscious experience – and this

happens precisely because what you experience at any point in time is a part of14

this model.

Our brain evolves this representation of the external world internally, over time,

following the laws of causation it has learned to assume are likely manifest in the

external world, as it attempts to track and represent the ways in which the external

world changes. What the model believes those learned causal laws should cause

to happen next in the external world then serves as a set of hypotheses that will be

used by the internal model to predict the incoming data from our sensory organs.

For example, if I look at a sleeping dog, the internal model in my brain predicts

from its prior knowledge about sleeping mammals that in the next moment the belly

of the dog will inflate, and in the moment after that it will deflate. If that prediction

accurately anticipates the sensory data coming in from my eyes, the brain will sup-

press the further processing of that incoming data and what I experience is just the

internal model going through its own causal dynamics, which present that expec-

ted movement of the dog’s belly. And indeed, fMRI studies routinely confirm that

predictable visual stimuli elicit much less activity in our visual cortices than normal

but unpredicted changes in our visual scene (Clark, 2013 references e.g. Murray

et al., 2002; Alink et al., 2010; Egner et al., 2010; Summerfield et al., 2008, 2011).

Conversely, when the incoming data is not successfully predicted, say when the dog

14Only a part, because this model also contains a lot of background information about the world
that is not actively represented in your conscious experience in any given moment of time.
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unexpectedly wakes up and starts moving towards me, then the brain lights up with

activity,15 presumably in order to investigate the causes of the mismatch between

the predictions of what the sensory data would be and what the sensory data actually

is.

That investigation may result in the sensory data itself being discarded if it is

judged unreliable for whatever reason – e.g. the brain has already learnt that sight

is not very reliable in thick fog, so visual data from a foggy scene will be discarded

more often.16 Alternatively, if the incoming data is deemed likely reliable, then

the internal model will instead be updated, to represent the most likely cause of the

unexpected sensory data: this can be, for example, an update to how one of the

objects is being represented internally, or an update to how the causal relationships

between objects are represented, etc. In our example, the dog will no longer be

represented in a state of sleep, but instead in a state of wakefulness and as moving

towards me. After such an update, the brain will now (likely) have a more accurate

internal model of what is happening in the external world.

Clark (2016) illustrates what it means to develop and use a generative model of

the causal structure of the world to predict incoming sensory input with an example

he attributes to Daniel Dennett:17

“Back in the mid-1980s, Dennett encountered a colleague, a famous

palaeontologist who was worried that students were cheating at their

homework by simply copying (sometimes even tracing) the stratigraphy

drawings he really wanted them to understand. A stratigraphy draw-

ing—literally, the drawing of layers—is one of those geological cross-

sections showing (you guessed it) rock layers and layerings, whose job

is to reveal the way complex structure has accrued over time. Success-

ful tracing of such a drawing is, however, hardly a good indicator of

15Clark (2013) notes that the fMRI studies he cites as suggesting this (e.g. Egner et al., 2010;
Jiang et al., 2012; Wacongne et al., 2012) are less conclusive specifically on this point, but they are
consistent with Clark’s hypothesis and can be interpreted as supportive of that hypothesis in context
with the previous findings that the brain suppresses the processing of predictable or expected inputs.

16E.g. Clark (2016, p. 75-77).
17In a conversation dated to 2011 (Clark, 2016, p.24–). And we will return to how such a gener-

ative model gets updated immediately after Clark’s illustrating example.
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your geological grasp!

To combat the problem, Dennett imagined a device that was later pro-

totyped and dubbed SLICE. SLICE, named and built by the software

engineer Steve Barney, ran on an original IBM PC and was essentially

a drawing program whose action was not unlike that of the Etch-a-

Sketch device many of us played with as children. Except that this

device controlled the drawing in a much more complex and interest-

ing fashion. SLICE was equipped with a number of ‘virtual’ knobs,

and each knob controlled the unfolding of a basic geological cause or

process, for example, one knob would deposit layers of sediment, an-

other would erode, another would intrude lava, another would control

fracture, another fold, and so on.

The basic form of the homework is then as follows: the student is given

a stratigraphy drawing and has to recreate the picture not by tracing

or simple copying but by twiddling the right knobs, in the right or-

der. In fact, the student has no choice here, since the device (unlike an

Etch-a-Sketch or a contemporary drawing application) does not support

pixel-by-pixel, or line-by-line, control. The only way to make geolo-

gical depictions appear on screen is to find the right ‘geological cause’

knobs (for example, depositing sediment, then intruding lava) and de-

ploy them with the right intensities. This means twiddling the right

knobs, in the right sequence, and with the right intensities (‘volumes’)

so as to recreate the original drawing. Dennett’s thinking was that IF a

student could do that, then she really did understand quite a lot about

how hidden geological causes (like sedimentation, erosion, lava flow,

and fracture) conspire to generate the physical outcomes captured by

different stratigraphic drawings. In the terminology that I will be using

in the rest of this book, the successful student would have to command

a ‘generative model’, enabling her to construct various geological out-

comes for herself, based upon an understanding of what causes might
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be at work and how they would need to interact to yield the target draw-

ing. The target drawing thus plays the role of the sensory evidence that

the student needs to re-construct using her best model of the geological

domain.

We can take this further by requiring the student to command a probab-

ilistic generative model. For a single presented picture, there will often

be a number of different ways of combining the various knob twid-

dlings to recreate it. But some of these combinations may represent far

more likely sequences and events than others. To get full marks, then,

the student should deploy the set of twiddlings that correspond to the

set of events (the set of ‘hidden geological causes’) that are the most

likely to have brought about the observed outcome. More advanced

tests might then show a picture while explicitly ruling out the most

common set of causes, thus forcing the student to find an alternative

way of bringing that state about (forcing her to find the next most likely

set of causes, and so on).

SLICE allows the user to deploy what she knows about geological

causes (sedimentation, erosion, etc.) and how they interact to self-

generate a stratigraphic image: one that matches the image set in the

homework. This stops the cheating. To match the given picture (just a

set of pixels after all) by twiddling knobs that create that picture from

well-controlled mixtures of hidden causes such as erosion, sediment-

ation, and fracture just is to understand quite a lot about geology and

geological causes.” (Clark, 2016, p.24–)

In this example, the student represents our brain and how our brain is tasked with

figuring out the causes in the world for why it receives the sensory data it receives

from its sensory organs. SLICE represents the mechanisms that the brain uses to

achieve its task of understanding the world, as well as the ways in which those

mechanisms are constrained: the brain receives data about the external world from

just a small set of effects that the external world leaves upon its sensory apparatus,
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it does not have any direct knowledge of the actual causal structure of the the world,

and the only way it can infer anything about the causal structure of the world is by

trying to generate (i.e. to proactively imagine) different scenarios of how potential

causes can stack up to produce the received sensory data, and see which of the

general assumptions about the causal structure of the world in those scenarios hold

up over time, in different situations.

There is one additional aspect critical to Clark’s predictive processing account

of the functioning of our brains that the SLICE vignette above did not (and could

not) illustrate: that processing in our brains happens in functionally distinct levels,

organised in a “hierarchical manner”. This can be most easily illustrated with the

well-studied case of visual perception.

The huge number of neurons in the visual cortex appear to be organised in

functionally discreet and hierarchical “levels”. Each level refers to a population of

neurons that feature relatively more connections to each other than to other regions

of the brain (called “sideways connections”), and the purpose each one of these

tightly clustered sub-populations of neurons seems to be to represent some kind of

informational content, at some specific levels of abstraction (Clark, 2013, pp. 183;

Clark, 2016, p. 25-28; Lupyan and Clark, 2015; and reiterated in Michel, 2020, pp.

631).

The low-level specifics of what each level might be doing is under active study,

and what I am about to say next is likely not accurate according to the most recent

empirical data. But fortunately the minutiae here are not essential for my argument,

because the purpose of the following illustration is merely to outline what it means

for brain function to be organised in distinct functional levels within a hierarchical

structure, and what the consequences of that are for human cognition. So tentat-

ively, we might for example presume that a “lower level” in the hierarchy, i.e. a

level relatively closer to the retinas, would have more basic functions, like figur-

ing out what shapes are apparent to the retinas from the data it gets on light and

colour differentials. Then a relatively higher level would need to figure out what

three-dimensional solids are present in the scene before your eyes from the shapes
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computed at the previously mentioned level from both retinas, and from data in the

visual scene about lighting and shade. And then a higher level still could use the

information it receives from below about the three-dimensional shape of objects in

the scene, and combine that with prior knowledge about the sort things that exist in

the world to figure out whether you are looking at a beachball, or a dog, or a chair,

etc.

Clark (2013; 2016; etc.) maintains that each level is trying to infer the likely

causal structure of the world at the level of abstraction it operates at. And to help

them do that, each level maintains at any given moment not just one interpretation of

the likely causes of its inputs from the lower levels, but rather maintains a set (in the

lingo a “distribution”) of probable causes which might alternatively explain what it

“sees” – each of which has been calculated to be more or less likely on the basis

of information from below that the level has previously received. Whenever new

information comes in from below, all the hypotheses in the distribution at this level

get recalculated accordingly. Thus, new information may also change the relative

plausibility of the various hypotheses in the distribution. And the results of this

new calculation are then passed on as input to the next level above. At which point,

that next level will be prompted to do its own calculations on the basis of its new

information. And so on.

These mechanics of prediction and update of internal representations are typic-

ally presented in the literature more robustly in “Bayesian” terms. Indeed, much of

the empirical evidence for the predictive processing picture of the brain is presented

in these Bayesian terms, on the grounds that the PP algorithm seems to (approx-

imately) implement Bayesian inference – though the exact neural mechanisms by

which this is achieved have yet to be established. For that reason, if we wish to

understand to evidence put forward for the view that brains are predictive in the

way Clark and his colleagues propose, it is essential for us to understand at least the

basics of what is meant by “Bayesian calculus” in this literature.
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6.1.2 Bayesian calculus

The articulation of Bayes’s theorem that is specifically relevant to the predictive

processing account can be represented mathematically as follows:

P(H|e) = P(H)∗ P(e|H)

P(e)

Semantically, this translates to the following:

• P(H|e) means “the new Probability of a Hypothesis given the new, incoming

evidence”. In the lingo this is more concisely referred to as the “posterior

hypothesis”.

• P(H) is “the (old) Probability of the (same) Hypothesis”, and represents the

degree of confidence we had in that Hypothesis prior to the latest incoming

evidence. In the lingo, this is referred to as the “prior hypothesis”.

• The last fraction expresses the confidence we should have in the incoming

evidence itself. This measure of confidence we should have in the novel in-

coming evidence (i.e. the data coming in from the sensory organs, or from

the lower functional levels in the brain) is calculated by taking the “likeli-

hood” P(e|H), i.e. the Probability that we would be receiving the incoming

evidence if the prior Hypothesis were true, and dividing it by the “marginal”,

P(e), i.e. the Probability that we would be receiving the same evidence in all

cases (including the cases where the Hypothesis was in fact false).

Clark (2013, pp. 188) articulates the ways in which these mathematics are presumed

to characterise brain function as follows. Every “functional level” of processing in

the brain encodes at every moment a “probability density distribution” (i.e. a range)

of possible explanations for data it had coming from the level below up until that

point in time. This is a set of Bayesian “prior hypotheses”. When a level gets

novel input from below (e.g. data from a sensory organ), this input is treated as the

Bayesian evidence, and the level performs something like the above Bayesian calcu-

lus, computing new probability values for each possible explanation given this new
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evidence. This process yields a set of Bayesian “posterior hypotheses”. Whichever

posterior hypothesis ends up with the highest probability value after this calculation

is then assumed to be the most accurate representation of the external world at the

level of abstraction at which this level functions. And finally, this new “most likely”

representation of the external world at this level of abstraction then serves as input

for the levels of processing above it in the hierarchy – where again, this input will

be suppressed if the model at the higher level expects it as is; or, if the input does

not have the value expected by the higher level, it will trigger a recalculation of

probabilities across the distribution at that higher level as well.

With this explanation in place, we can now look at some of the evidence

presented in the literature for the predictive processing account.

6.1.3 Motivating evidence

The picture of human cognition outlined above is rather convoluted. Why would

such a complicated picture be more likely than a simple one, where a brain is akin

to a sponge that passively absorbs all the incoming sensory data, and produces our

ongoing perception of the world, live, by just integrating and structuring the data

coming in from the senses, and just as the data comes in?

Scientists have variously seen reason to doubt the simple picture for at least

a century and a half – at least as far back as the work of Hermann von Helmholtz

in the 19th Century.18 For both contemporary cognitive scientists (e.g. those in

the predictive processing camp) as well as for historical figures like Helmholtz,

the notion that brains actively preempt and predict incoming sensory data emerged

initially as the most plausible explanation for a number of manifest “experiential

anomalies” that seemingly cannot be explained under a simple picture of the brain

where perception amounts to just passively aggregating incoming sensory data. A

cursory list of such experiential anomalies include: e.g. optical illusions,19 the

experience of hearing discreetly separated words in languages we are familiar with

18Helmholtz (e.g. 1925ed) was perhaps the first to argue that brains seem to use prediction instead
of aggregation to engage with incoming sensory data.

19E.g. Nour and Nour (2015).
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where a digital recording of the input shows that the sound input is continuous,20 the

automatic filling in of detail we experience in auditory and visual inputs that were

deliberately cropped,21 and so on. These are all problematic for classical notions of

direct or feed-forward perception, but either to be expected or trivial to explain if

brains function by actively trying to predict the input they will receive.

For the purposes of illustration, we can delve more deeply here into one rather

dramatic “experiential anomaly” of this kind: binocular rivalry. Binocular rivalry

is a phenomenon of visual experience that occurs when, under controlled experi-

mental conditions, each eye is simultaneously served up a completely different and

unrelated visual scene: e.g. in Hohwy et al. (2008)22 one eye was shown a house,

and the other one a face.

What would you expect a typical human with two eyes to experience in this

scenario? If brain processing was simply aggregating feed-forward data from the

senses, Clark (2013, pp. 184-5) posits that the visual experience would likely be

some kind of admixed, overlayed, interlaced or perhaps just confused mashup of

the two visual scenes. Or perhaps you might expect one to experience some kind of

dissociation between the two visual scenes. But in all the experiments carried out,

what the participants report experiencing is an alternation over time of seeing each

picture, and only that picture, clear and in full, with brief in-between experiences of

muddled perception when the transition from one picture to the other occurs. And

Clark (.ibid) contends that on the predictive processing account we should expect

to see precisely this kind of alternation of visual experience in these circumstances.

His explanation of the phenomenon runs as follows.

To start with, our existing internal model of the world tells us in advance that

the world does not contain objects that look like any mixture of a house and a human

face. We also know houses and faces are both solid objects in 3D space which can-

not be co-located. Plus, we know that faces are never on the scale of houses. That

prior knowledge of the world coming from levels above the visual cortex inhibits

20E.g. Norris and McQueen (2008).
21E.g. King (2007); Riecke et al. (2009); Kok and de Lange (2014).
22Also cited in Clark, 2013, pp. 184-5.
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a stable representation in the highest level of the visual cortex of the combined in-

formation from both eyes. Which is to say, that higher-level knowledge does not

allow us to have a stable experience of seeing a combination of both pictures at the

same time.

So suppose that at this moment in time what you currently experience seeing

is the house. Houses are not expected to instantly vanish, so by the expectation of

object permanence, your brain expects that it will continue to see a house. Meaning

that the brain will now suppress further processing of inputs in the lower levels of

the cognitive hierarchy which pertain to the house, as it is presented to one of your

retinas.

But whereas the areas and levels of the brain dedicated to processing inputs

from the eye fixed on the house have been pacified by the high level expectation

that they will see precisely what they are seeing, the areas and levels of the brain

dedicated to processing inputs from the other eye, the eye fixed on the face, will

flare up in protest: what they are receiving as inputs from the retinas is drastically

different to what they are told to expect by the higher levels in the hierarchy. So they

push up the hierarchy the information that what they are seeing in the environment

is not at all what was expected, and that the brain should better update its model of

what is out there, promptly.

At least, that will be the conclusion in the slightly longer term. Most imme-

diately, what happens at each level in the hierarchy in succession is that the inputs

coming in from below are initially so outside the bounds of reasonable variation

that could be expected from looking at a house that each level has to first do some

work to convince itself that it is not receiving some kind of aberrant, unreliable sig-

nal – which is to say that on the Bayesian calculation of the credibility of the new

evidence, the incoming data is at first disregarded as having low credibility, and so

its effect on the posterior hypotheses at this level is minimal. But as the signal char-

acteristic of the face coming in from the proximate bottom level remains consistent

over some interval of time, the likelihood that it is just some random signal aberra-

tion decreases drastically, until its credibility becomes sufficiently strong to finally
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shift the posteriors at this level. This yields a different posterior at this level than

the one expected from above, so now this this new posterior is no longer suppressed

by the higher level expectations, and therefore gets forwarded as input for the next

level up. Initially, that level will similarly disregard this new input as aberrant signal

until in no longer can, and so on.

In this manner, the signals coming from the face visual scene progressively

climb up the hierarchy, despite the resistance they encounter at each level because

of their initially apparent improbability. And all the while, activity in the levels and

channels which pertain to the visual scene with the house continues to be success-

fully inhibited by the highest level expectation that they really ought to be seeing a

house.

Thus, when the signal from the face scene finally gets to the highest levels of

the visual cortex, the channel23 that attends to the visual scene with the house is

still quiet. But now the channel which attends to the face is actively pushing this

top level to revise what it represents as being present in front of you according to

this new, divergent picture. At first, the prior improbability of the signal from below

confuses this level and the visual experience: there is a brief moment of smudged

and confused visual experience. And then, given that the channel looking at the

house is still quiet and thus raises no objections, the new input from the channel

looking at the face finally gets accepted, and our conscious experience shifts to

seeing the face.

The face channel will then get pacified, and neuronal activity there quiets

down, but now the house channel will flare up with activity, trying to make sense

of the divergence between the top-down predictions that it will see a face and its

bottom-up incoming data which looks nothing like a face. And so the process starts

again in this other channel. Until, after a similarly arduous process and a compar-

able time delay, the house channel shifts the image in our conscious experience back

to the house.
23Here, a (processing) channel refers to the functional sequence of processing levels that process

at progressive levels of abstraction the data coming in from just one eye, before that data later (at a
higher level) gets integrated with the data from the functionally distinct channel which is processing
the data coming in from the other eye, to eventually form our unified visual field.
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The most significant aspect of this phenomenon from a theoretical point of

view is the fact that what we perceive consciously changes (and changes substan-

tially), while the sensory input remained constant (Clark, 2016, p. 53). This just

should not be possible on the simple, feed-forward picture of perception, and of

brain function more generally. This can only happen if, as the predictive picture pur-

poses, perception (and the conscious experience of perceiving) is driven by mechan-

ics that happen in the brain itself – behind the retinas, as it were. Yes, sensory data

coming in from in front of the retinas obviously plays its part: you will not suddenly

start seeing cats instead of the face or the house. But while the sensory data given

to your eyes does constrain what you will see (i.e. it will have to be either just the

house or just the face), it is not that data itself that ultimately determines whether in

this very moment you experience seeing either the house or the face.

Of course, my presentation here of these phenomena should not be what persuades

you that the predictive processing picture is an accurate account of how our brains

work. This is an empirical question, so what ought to persuade you of this, or any

other, picture of how cognition works in our human brains may only be found in the

empirical literature itself. But if you are persuaded by this picture, how do negative

hypotheses and the notions of personhood and personal identity fit into it?

6.2 Notions and concepts in the predictive brain

If empirical data on the folk use of the notions of personhood and personal identity

is hard to come by, accounts of notions and concepts within the broader predictive

processing theoretical framework are even rarer. And I suppose this should not

be surprising. For one thing, PP is still relatively new on the scene, so there will

not have been that much time for the community to work out and publish all the

consequences of the PP approach in cognitive science to all aspects of philosophy.

And for another, the way PP thinks about mental representation appears, at least at

first sight, drastically different to the more traditional ways in which philosophers
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have though about concepts, so the work to try to make the two fit together seems

daunting.

Fortunately, there has been some work done in the area already. Christian

Michel (2020) outlines an account of how concepts might fit into a predictive pro-

cessing picture of the brain in the following terms: “concepts in such a model have

the role of prediction units: they are the mental representations in terms of which

predictions are made. For instance, if we predict a cat on a mat, the model gen-

erates a prediction that involves the concepts ‘cat,’ ‘mat,’ and ‘being-on.’” (2020,

pp. 626). We may perhaps refer to this proposal as the “prediction unit theory of

concepts”.

In the taxonomy I outlined above, therefore, Michel’s concepts would be the

hypotheses upon which the Bayesian mechanisms of update work. And naively, this

would be the obvious place to start for an account of concepts within PP. As Michel

puts it: “If cognition consists in the generation of predictions, then, plausibly, con-

cepts are those representations in terms of which our brain makes predictions.”

(2020, pp. 633)

Now, Michel (2020) aims merely to offer a speculative explanation for the phe-

nomenon of conceptual contextualism – that is, he proffers a potential explanation

for why the information associated with a concept appears to depend on the context

in which the concept is evoked.24 Michel is therefore not addressing whether con-

cepts, in his usage, can in fact be constituted from an association of heterogeneous

ideas and meanings. Conceptual contextualism is a much more restrained propos-

ition than my suggestion that the folk can shove under the same notion entirely

disparate meanings and considerations, such as biological, psychological, social,

etc. in the case of the notion of personhood. But his description of concepts within

the PP framework does give a direct explanation for why notions would, by default,

look like hypotheses, and how our (hypothetical) thoughts about a notion can be

shallow. And then, it does also give us some indirect hints about the possibility of

24Michel (2020) cites the work of Ludlow (2014), Ludlow and Armour-Garb (2017), Casasanto
and Lupyan (2015) and Barsalou (2009, 2011) on contextual effects on the information elicited by
concepts.
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conceptual heterogeneity as well.

But before we get to shallowness and heterogeneity, I need to note that Michel and

I use the term “concept” in different ways, and this difference in usage must be

disambiguated. You will have noted that in my usage in this chapter, I allowed that

“concepts” be thought of as having some kind of internal and conceptual coherence,

on whatever theoretical basis (see above, p. 199), as is historically assumed in the

philosophical literature. For representations in the brain which lack that entirely, I

used the broader term “notion”. Michel, conversely, commits directly to the broad-

est and most inclusive categorisation of which kinds of representations should fall

under his category of “concept”:

“How could we characterize concepts individually as representations

along various dimensions, such as conscious accessibility, modality

specificity, or degree of stability [. . . ], and how do concepts hang to-

gether to form larger networks of knowledge? [. . . ] I propose taking

a more liberal view of concepts in PP that also includes multimodal

representations in addition to non-consciously accessible and non-

lexicalized ones.” (2020, pp. 634, emphasis added by

me)

There is a principled reason for this, however. Michel anticipates the instinctive

protest of the reader:

“one might object on the basis that this implies too broad of a notion

of concept. Representations, apart from their component role in pre-

dictions, must fulfill other conditions to count as concepts, such as

conscious accessibility, stability, informational richness, level of ab-

straction, and cognitive promiscuity (i.e., general applicability across a

wide range of domains).” (2020, pp. 635)

To which he plausibly retorts:
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“However, a positive argument for an inclusive notion of concepts is

that it allows for a view of concept development that seems plausible,

especially within the PP framework, and it also avoids complications to

establish principled cut-off points for each criterion. We could consider

concepts to be on a continuum from thin and fleeting to rich and stable

representations. A thin and fleeting concept could grow into a rich and

stable one if it turns out to be useful in the prediction economy.”

(2020, pp. 635)

Michel’s argument is this: if you start from the bottom up and look at how the brain

works in the predictive processing picture, if “concept” can refer to anything in

that picture, it probably must refer to the representations upon which the Bayesian

mechanisms of update operate. Now, some of these representations may well have

clear, propositional content like our canonical examples of classical concepts like

“bachelor = unmarried man”. But not all of these representations will have such

clear propositional content. Yet on the PP account, when we look at brain func-

tion, there appear to be no obvious mechanical differences in the operation of the

brain between representations which meet the philosophers’ traditional criteria for

classical concepts and representations which fall short of any criteria for concepts

that we may find in any theory of concepts in the philosophical literature. Which

means that whether such a representation is a classical concept, or whether if fails

to meet even the loosest criteria of what concepts are supposed to be, this will have

no bearing on the functional role the representation plays in the overall cognitive

function of the brain.

At this point, one can make a choice: one can either forgo the use of the term

“concept” to refer to these representations altogether – which might, farther down

the line, mean that may have to drop this term altogether from our scientific and

philosophical vocabulary; or one can retrofit the term “concept” to refer to all these

representations, even when they fail to meet the more stringent criteria and expect-

ations that we have traditionally had about concepts. Michel chose the second op-

tion. By contrast, I deliberately demurred from describing personhood and personal
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identity as “concepts”, because “concept” carries with it this historical metaphysical

baggage, and retrofitting the term “concept” to the novel metaphysics of predictive

processing was always going to be awkward, and may confuse an inattentive reader.

My choice of term was therefore “notion”. So to clarify: the kinds of representa-

tions which Michel here calls “concepts” I called “notions” throughout this chapter.

But whatever term one prefers for these representations, if it is the case that

the predictive processing view in cognitive science is an accurate description of

brain function, then it is the case that our brains maintain the kinds of representa-

tions that Michel describes here – regardless of what we decide to call them. And

Michel’s account can explain how and why these representations allow for the kind

of shallowness and heterogeneity that I have claimed for my negative hypotheses as

follows.

6.2.1 Shallowness: the depth and detail of concepts

Michel’s opening suggestion that concepts are just the mental representations in

terms of which predictions are made seems potentially trivial once one assumes PP.

But from that basis some obvious next steps suggest themselves automatically, and

Michel follows them towards more specific and interesting empirical propositions:

“I [. . . ] suggest that concepts are prediction units, and thus, they must

be computational structures with which the error units are associated. I

speculate, therefore, that we can associate concepts with pairs of error

and representational units that form “conceptual units” [. . . ], which are

heavily interconnected in a hierarchical network.” (2020, pp. 633)

In other words, the physical implementation of concepts in the brain would simul-

taneously have both positive content whose purpose is to describe something about

the external environment, as well as so called “error” content which describes how

much confidence the brain has in its representation of that putative feature of ex-

ternal reality.

This will be reminiscent of some of the aspects of the predictive processing

picture of how vision works that I described above (p. 225). This, of course, is not
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a coincidence, and Michel’s use of the same physical mechanisms of error manage-

ment that Clark (2013, 2016) proposes are used by our brains in general is both an

interesting feat of metaphysical parsimony, as well as a sensible initial hypothesis

for how concepts might be implemented in the brain. But this also produces in-

teresting predictions about the way concepts will function for us, and how we will

experience interacting with them.

Michel leads us to that conclusion swiftly. He starts from the observation from

visual processing of how “due to bandwidth constraints, one perceives in a detailed

way only a small area of one’s visual field at each moment. The rest of the environ-

ment is represented as rough “summary statistics” (Cohen et al., 2016)” (2020, pp.

641). This is a predicted experiential aspect of PP that may sound counter-intuitive

when one hears it for the first time, because we generally believe that we have a con-

stant, ongoing, rich experience of the environment around us. But if you actively

test the notion on your own conscious experience at this very moment, you will

very quickly experience its truth: very little of what is represented in your wide and

“rich” field of view is represented with much depth of detail in your conscious ex-

perience.25 And if you move your gaze quickly to any part of your peripheral visual

field you will always experience a brief moment of fuzziness, until your brain com-

putes all the details that it had previously ignored, and your attention can dial into

that part of the scene at a “full” level of detail.

The remarkable step that Michel makes next is to propose that the same mech-

anism is manifest in the way we engage with concepts, with strikingly similar exper-

iential implications: “we could apply this to concepts too. By attending to the word

‘cat,’ the entire functional web of ‘cat’ might [also] be grasped in summary form.”

(2020, pp. 641). This too may initially seem offensive to what we believe we know

about our own conscious experience. But every one of us is equally familiar with

the experience of making reference to concepts by using the corresponding words

25This is actively exploited, for example, by some Virtual Reality (VR) devices, which employ
a technique called “foveated rendering” to save computing resources. In this technique, only im-
ages in the centre of your eyes’ field of view are presented in high resolution. Everything in your
peripheral field of view is rendered at a much lower resolution. But so long as the device succeeds
at anticipating where your eyes will focus, you will not be able to tell that the technique has been
employed from your conscious experience within the VR headset (e.g. Patney et al., 2016).
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during a discussion, or debate, only to have that usage of the words and concepts

challenged. Whereupon we can directly experience consciously the sensation of di-

alling into the detail of that concept in our minds, in order to figure out how to best

explain what we meant by our use of the term to our interlocutor. Amusingly, this

common conscious experience is most clearly and acutely felt when, for example,

we try to dial into the detail of a concept which we do not have a robust grasp on.

In that case, as the mental process of dialling into the detail of that concept fails, we

can have a visceral experience of running into a brick wall of perplexion that reveals

to us our own ignorance of what we were talking about. (Think, for example, of the

conscious experience of running into that brick wall of perplexion as we tried, again

and again throughout this thesis, to disentangle the metaphysics of personhood and

personal identity!)

So according to Michel (2020), concepts are mental representations that can

and do vary in degree of detail – just like objects in our visual perception are repres-

ented with varying degrees of detail in different circumstances. Just as with visual

experience, the degree of detail to which these representations zoom in will depend

on their salience in that moment, and the degree of attention that is directed towards

them. And if Michel’s speculations are correct, the reasons why the phenomenolo-

gical experience of dialling in the level of precision is so similar between focusing

in on an object in the visual field and between focusing in on a concept in reflection,

is likely because the two kinds of representation would be implemented using the

same kinds of neural mechanisms.

What is more, if we think within the terms of evolutionary constraints and

energy economy that the broader predictive processing account is framed, this is

exactly how we should expect our brains to function: maintaining and operating

upon more detailed representations is more costly in terms of energy, and we con-

tinue to operate under evolutionary constraints to maximise adaptive gains while

minimising energy expenses. As Michel argues:

“It would not be efficient to always predict a situation with the max-

imum level of detail. For example, imagine the situation where you
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have to step over a cat. In order to infer a motor program, it is not ne-

cessary to predict and represent all of the attributes of a specific cat or

the exact pixel pattern of the cat as it impinges on the retina. The rough

shape and size, as well as some information about cat behavior in gen-

eral, would probably suffice. More generally, to engage with the world,

it would not be efficient – or even possible – to always operate with

representations with a maximum level of detail. Rather, the brain needs

to extract regularities and patterns from the environment and to abstract

away unnecessary details. In this sense, concepts – I suggest – are

crucial devices through which data compression and context-sensitive

modulation of the prediction detail is achieved.” (2020, pp. 633-4)

If Michel’s proposal here accurately represents how our brains work, this could be

the mechanism through which my thoughts under the notion of personhood would

be entertained in a shallow way, as I proposed above (p. 197). This could be how

it is possible for me to entertain the thought that “a person is a thinking thing”,

without thereby immediately requiring me to evoke a fully worked out concept of

what thinking is. When I think “a person is a thinking thing”, I am entertaining the

concepts of “thinking” and “thing” at a very zoomed out level of detail.

So this is one of the ways in which Michel’s account of concepts within the

predictive brain lends itself to explaining how and why we are able to entertain

notions such as the notion of personhood as a negative hypothesis, as I proposed

above.

6.2.2 Heterogeneity

My characterisation of the notions of personhood and personal identity as negative

hypotheses asserted not only that these notions were hypothetical and shallow (in

Michel’s terms: represented at a zoomed out level of detail in our internal models

in the brain, and therefore fuzzy in our conscious experience of them), but also that

they are conceptually heterogeneous in such a way that they might not be able to

be reconciled into a coherent theory, even in principle. Michel’s account of con-
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cepts within PP does not have a ready-made explanation for how that feature of

my account is possible in the predictive brain. But I think we can extrapolate from

some features of his proposed account towards an explanation of how conceptually

heterogeneous notions might be possible and even practical for our brains. To be

clear: what follows is a speculative hypothesis about brain function built on top of

a speculative account of brain function. What I suggest here therefore also calls for

direct empirical validation in its own right. But at this point in the argument, the

following suggests itself as a reasonable initial hypothesis for how the phenomenon

of heterogeneity might be possible.

One thing that our brains need to be able to do is to integrate information that

is coming in from distinct kinds of sensory perception, into the unified conscious

experience we are all familiar with. So it must be the case that at least some of the

representations in our predictive brains are “multimodal” – where “modality” would

describe, for example, the characteristic way in which information from one mode

of perception (e.g. the visual), might be encoded differently in the brain compared

to information from another mode (e.g. auditory, tactile, etc.), because of the way

in which the nature of each one of these aspect of the external world seems to be

qualitatively distinct from each all the rest.

How is this aggregation of such seemingly different kinds of sensory inform-

ation possible in our brains? The answer to that question is far from obvious, and

Michel (2020) is also struggling to pin down this particular detail of brain function.

But however it happens, this aggregation manifestly needs to happen for us to be

able to function and to be able to experience and perceive the world in the way we

do. And regardless of how it happens, Michel contends (and I am inclined to agree)

that such multimodal aggregates would be unlikely to be charaterisable in terms of

philosophical standards of coherence and consistency. In Michel’s words:

“given the complexity of the brain’s PP model, its multimodal repres-

entations and its continual adjustments and tuning, it is unlikely that the

representations form a coherent and consistent body of knowledge that

we can fully formalize in a propositional or language-like format,”
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(Michel, 2020, pp. 636)

And

“In any case, it is unclear whether we could evaluate the consistency of

a model consisting of a mixture of lexicalized and non-lexicalized, con-

sciously and non-consciously accessible, and modal and amodal con-

cepts. Consistency and coherence are requirements of certain formal

systems, such as those modeled on mathematical axiomatic systems or

first-order logic. We should view formal systems like those as cultural

artifacts that contribute to shaping the mind rather than constitute it (see

Dutilh Novaes, 2012, p. 61).” (.ibid)

What Michel’s discussion of multimodal representations does here for us is that it

opens up one avenue for how we might account for our observed heterogeneity in

lexical concepts, such as our folk notions of personhood and personal identity. If it is

the case that the brain can hold in its model of the world representations that do not

meet the “consistency and coherence requirements of certain formal systems, such

as those [...of] first-order logic” in the “mixture of lexicalised and non-lexicalised,

consciously and non-consciously accessible, and modal and amodal concepts” by

which it represents the world, then it would be quite surprising to find that the

brain would require that all the lexicalised concepts it does hold must inherently be

coherent, logically consistent and so on.

But there is something about these observations that might give us pause: one

of the key assertions of the predictive processing framework is that the brain does

in fact translate sensory information from all the various senses, as well as all other

kinds of mental representation, into the same kind of encoding in the brain (i.e.

synapses, electrical spike trains, etc.), and all those seemingly disparate things are

in fact integrated into a coherent total system of representations over which the

Bayesian algorithm can actually compute its probabilities. There is a sense in which

PP requires absolutely that the representations in our brains are coherent.

Fortunately for everyone, this kind of coherence required by PP within the

probabilistic generative model in the brain, is not the same kind of coherence we
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were demanding when we observed its lack in the folk notions of personhood, on

account of these notions being conceptually heterogeneous and (likely) having in-

consistent referential behaviour. Nor is the latter sense of coherence practically

entailed by the necessary presence of the former. And this is especially fortunate

for PP, because we can observe that humans very commonly hold incoherent no-

tions and contradictory beliefs. If the kind of coherence required by PP at the level

of neural encoding of Bayesian probabilities in the brain’s model of the world en-

tailed the coherence of lexical concepts at the level of beliefs, then PP would be

refuted by everyone’s lived experience.

But this gap between the presumed (and theoretically necessary) coherence of

representation in the Bayesian model and the frequently observable lack of coher-

ence among high-level beliefs does require explanation – both for our sake, and for

the sake of PP.

As noted above, Michel does struggle to pin down the details in this area.

And my own contribution here will be necessarily constrained by the fact that I

am not a cognitive scientist, and do not have the facilities to test and verify any of

the following. But perhaps some of the following observations could be helpful to

future empirical research.

To a reader familiar with the extant scientific and philosophical literature in

this area, perhaps the easiest way to illustrate the divergence we have identified

is the distinction between the notion of the self proposed by Hohwy and Michael

(2017) within the framework of PP, and the phenomena we have observed in chapter

5 around the folk notions of personhood and personal identity. These latter notions

certainly include reference to the notion of the self (and are entirely consistent with

Howhy’s description of selves), but then also bundle alongside it the other notions

around social and moral relationships, physical bodies, etc.

As compellingly described by Hohwy, the conscious experience we all have of

our “selves” is manifestly coherent and well integrated. And Hohwy further argues

that this is a consequence at the experiential level of the requirements of integration

and coherence imposed by PP at the lower level of neural mechanics.
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If that is true (which is to say if it is empirically verified), then it follows that

the kind of coherence that the mechanics of PP impose do in fact translate to the

kinds of coherence we can even experience consciously when it is manifested at the

higher levels in the brain cognitive hierarchy, and that this kind of coherence will

have manifest consequences at least up to the level of our conscious experience of

our “selves”.

And yet, the notion of the self described by Hohwy, familiar as it is to all of

us, is distinct the much broader notion of personhood used by the folk, as we have

seen. Hohwy’s self, is merely a common component of the notion of personhood,

and seemingly not even a singularly necessary one: Deivydas in a permanent ve-

getative state is stipulated to lack a manifest self even when he is considered still

a person. And by the point in the hierarchy of abstraction where we are talking

about these manifestly heterogeneous notions of personhood and personal identity,

it would seem the mechanics that underpinned the coherence and unity of the “self”

for Hohwy, no longer apply.

So it seems to me very likely that here, in this distance between the level (of

abstraction) at which Hohwy’s “self” is represented, and the level at which the folk

represent their notion of personhood, here will be the limit where ends the compul-

sion of integration and coherence that Hohwy proposes is imposed by the mech-

anisms of PP upon representations at higher levels.26 Concretely: when we are

conceptualising phenomena directly represented by the sensory apparatus (includ-

ing also the parts of the brain that process sensory information), the brain seems

to mechanically impose a tendency towards integration and coherence, which con-

sistently produces very clear boundaries of individuation and even categorisation of

objects in the perceived environment – with only very rare instances when that in-

tegration fails temporarily. But when moving to a level of abstraction where we do

not “see with our own eyes” the putative referents of our mental objects, this would

appear to be the level of abstraction at which the brain is much less successful at

26Unless, of course, Hohwy is mistaken to credit the integration and coherence apparent in our
perceptions of our “selves” to the underlying mechanisms of PP. If he is mistaken on that account,
then the mechanics of PP could stop imposing constraints on the content of what is represented much
lower in the hierarchy of abstraction.
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imposing coherence by the inherent mechanics described by PP.

As for why this divergence would happen to occur exactly at this boundary,

that would also need further study. But we can observe that it is exactly at this point

that our notions, concepts, ideas, etc., no longer have direct contact with perception,

and so, external reality is no longer able to impinge upon our internal representa-

tions the kinds of coherence typical of external objects.27 Instead, at this level of

abstraction, coherence will be a question of lexical meaning and the logical relations

between high level lexical concepts, as opposed to what coherence referred to at the

lower levels, where it will have been a question of the integration of perceptual ex-

perience, and low-level Bayesian probability distributions. And as soon as we start

representing abstract ideas without direct observable correspondents in our sensory

streams, the generative powers of our brains to form new hypotheses, recombine

ideas, etc., are no longer immediately tempered by input from reality for their cor-

rectness, coherence, and so on. So maybe be we should expect some incoherence to

creep in exactly at this point. And if that is what is happening, then at this level of

abstraction, only active, deliberate reflection upon the representations we generate

can produce the same kind of tendency towards coherence that the senses normally

impose at the lower levels.

And Michel has already given us a mechanism that can explain these phenom-

ena: one plausible explanation of what is happening at the level of abstraction of

metaphysics when we use notions of personhood and personal identity, and as we

typically use them without actively reflecting upon their meaning, is that the mech-

anics of summary statistics for concepts (which we have encountered in the previous

section on shallowness, p. 233) allow us to combine under a(ny) abstract notion any

number of similarly abstract notions and ideas, so long as these latter ideas are not

in immediately obvious lexical or logical contradiction at the zoomed out level of

detail at which they are typically invoked.

Concretely: at the zoomed out level of detail at which these notions will be

27And the kind of coherence we talk about when we talk about external objects will be different
to the kind of coherence PP imposes on encodings of information in our Bayesian brains, and more
closely related to the kind of coherence we are looking for when we expect a lexical concept like
personhood to refer reliably to the same kinds of things in external reality.
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typically invoked in mundane situation, the implied notions under personhood that

“there exist persons in the world”, “the human in front of me is a person”, “a person

is a thinking thing”, “the person is the unit of moral concern”, etc., present us with

no immediately obvious lexical or logical contradiction, so the notion (hypothesis)

that you are a person is under no pressure from any mechanics implied by PP on

account of inherent heterogeneity, and is under no pressure from the possibility

that they may lack any consistent (first-order metaphysical object as a) referent in

reality.28

And conversely, there may exist some pressure to retain such heterogeneous

notions in the economy of our mental model of the world coming from another dir-

ection. Michel cites, for example, Bortolotti and Sullivan-Bissett (2017) as a basis

to argue that we should expect there to be evolutionary reasons for our brains to

maintain at least some concepts that do not aim strictly at describing reality com-

pletely reliably or accurately, so long as those entertaining these concepts is helpful

to our evolutionary success.

And since the overarching PP account is firmly grounded in the evolutionary

paradigm, it can therefore be argued that both PP, as well as any theory of concepts

(or theory of representation more broadly) within the PP framework, must allow

for what Michel (2020, pp. 636-7) calls “pragmatic mis-representations”, which for

him “take the form of simplifications and abstractions that are adequate given the

limited human cognitive capacities and need for efficiency” – but which I would

highlight may also include conceptually heterogeneous ensembles of ideas, like the

kind of ensemble we have encountered in chapter 5 that characterises folk notions

of personhood and personal identity. And, yes, we may subsequently discover that

some of the the heterogeneous ensembles of ideas that our brains cobble together for

their pragmatic purposes will just not be amenable to being articulated as a coherent

concepts, now matter how much analytical work we do on them.

Now indeed, by this point this is all highly speculative. But: 1) what I have

proposed here does appear to be consistent with theory and the data we have at the

28And certainly not under any pressure when the notions are applied to ordinary humans, in most
mundane situations.
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moment; and 2) it would explain all the phenomena we have observed around the

folk notions of personhood and personal identity in this exposition. So at the very

least, I believe these suggestions therefore warrant further empirical exploration.

And while we are here, let us follow this train of thought to its logical conclusion.

6.3 Persons as pragmatic (mis-)representations

By using the term “person”, philosophers and folk alike intend to refer to a distinct

set of entities in observed reality. The initial presumption that motivates the use

of the notion would thus be that there exists a class of objects in our observed

experience that are “persons”.

If that is the case, then the notion of personhood functions as a criterion of

classification in the minds and in the spoken vocabulary of humans going about our

social lives. Naturally, philosophers would then want to know what the positive

content of the criterion of personhood would be: the philosophical ethic requires

that the classifications we make are not arbitrary, but rather can be defined in co-

herent terms and map onto “real patterns”29 in external reality. Or in other words,

we would hope that the notion of personhood the folk use to discriminate between

entities in reality can, at least eventually, be defined as a coherent concept that refers

to some manifest aspect(s) of external reality.

However, if the empirical observations made by experimental philosoph-

ers, psychologists and cognitive anthropologists on the one hand, and the meta-

philosophical analysis I attempted in this thesis on the other hand, are correct, then

there is no single criterion, nor a coherent set of criteria, in terms of which we can

define the notions of personhood and personal identity. The classification of any

object in one’s observed environment as a “person” or as not a “person” fails to

conform to our basic philosophical ethic.

And yet, the perception that persons exist cannot be shaken. I am a person. If

you are reading this sentence, you are a person. In principle, if “persons” are not

coherent concepts, they are not things that represent any aspect of reality. And yet

29In the Dennett (1991) sense.
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here we both are.

The predictive processing picture of perception and cognition explains how

such a situation can obtain in principle, and the prediction unit theory of concepts

of Michel (2020) could potentially explain how this situation obtains, as a matter of

fact, for the notions of personhood and personal identity in practice.

Simply: when I look at you, I see a person. In mechanical detail: when I look

at you, my visual perception apparatus polls the light input which hits my retinas.

This yields shapes in the form of a human animal. But what is represented in my

brain is not merely the shape of a human animal. I have prior knowledge of human

beings, of their capacities and their propensities to behave in certain ways. The

representation of you in my brain tells me from the moment it is formed that, for

example, you and I can speak with one another. I know to expect that you will

behave as if you have the same kinds internal psychological states as I do, and

therefore I know to expect that we can talk about the same kinds of concerns and

motives I myself seem to be driven by: things like I am cold, you are hungry, we

both desire a warm soup, etc. My brain models and therefore I “see” before me not

merely the shape of a human animal, but a being with active psychology similar to

my own – even if bound to a perspective different to my own.

Beyond the general expectation that you will have a similar internal psycho-

logy to my own, I can then get to know you individually, and represent in my in-

ternal model of you a set of inclinations, preferences, propensities to act in certain

ways different from how I might have done. And from there, I can anticipate how

you will speak and behave in many given situations. Through the behaviours of our

bodies towards each other, including actions and speech, we both form expectations

of each other, we may develop feelings towards one another, and we can make com-

mitments to one another for the future. We would then act in our environment, at

least in part, also bearing in mind each other’s intentions, needs, desires, beliefs,

and commitments. When I look at you, the retinas in my eyes are given only the

shape of a human animal. But what I “see”,30 what is represented in my conscious

30As per the Bayesian picture of perception, I use “see” in the sense of “perceive”, without making
the assumptions of success or “truth” normally inherent in the word “see”.
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experience when I look in your direction, is a person.

And none of that is to say that the category of “person” needs to be a natural

category, or a “real pattern” in physical reality. On this picture of perception, a

“person” need not be any such thing. “Person” can be just a feature of one human’s

perception of another human’s animal body – just the way in which our brains model

all the other concerns, interests and expectations we have of the human animals

presented to our retinas, their likely behaviours, their potential, and so on. And that

will serve our practical, mundane purposes as folk users of these notions just as

well.

When our brain models there being such “persons” in the world, as objects

with persistence over time and thus numerical identity, our brains may well intend

(implicitly) to refer to “real patterns” in external reality. But that does not mean

that they do refer successfully. Nor should the philosopher assume that they must

refer to any “real patterns”, because, as we have seen, our predictive brains allow

incoherent priors, and crucially, because evolution should in principle allows us to

hold pragmatically successful untruths, potentially indefinitely.31

Throughout our (biological and cultural) evolutionary history, the notions of

personhood and personal identity which intended to refer to this complex and het-

erogeneous mix of things, will have successfully referred one-to-one to easily in-

dividuated human animals. So long as that worked, it did not matter that we over-

loaded the notion of the person with all the other meanings, heterogeneous and

incoherent as they might have been. From a pragmatic point of view, the notions of

personhood and personal identity served their function perfectly well for coordin-

ating the behaviour of individual members of an inherently social species. Having

the extra connotations bundled in did no harm to our practical ability to judge about

animal identity, and likely had the added benefit of getting us invested in each other.

And that would have been a net positive to the aim of promoting the social cooper-

ation which propelled us to our astonishing success as a species.

I conjecture that once the notions of personhood and personal identity emerged,

31And by “untruth”, here I mean structured information in the brain which intends to represent a
“real pattern” in external reality and fails – in this case because no such pattern exists.
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they propagated through culture, and became established as baseline, fundamental

priors in the way pretty much all of us experience our environments. So much so,

that when I look at a human animal I see a person by default: I do not experience

merely the physical reality and the identity of the human animal given to my eyes,

but rather I “see” a person, an entity which, through the very act of perception

itself, I implicitly invest with roughly the same kind psychological capacities I have,

and I embed into a network of social relations with other such persons, including

myself.32

6.4 My Conclusions

This then is my conclusion about personhood and personal identity: on the present

evidence, these are notions that are best understood as negative hypotheses.

You, I, and the folk all “know” what mean by these notions. What we mean is:

the complex of heterogeneous considerations that we actually care

about in our interactions with one another.

And what we care about is the biological health of other human beings, we care

about their psychological states, we care about our ongoing social relations with

them, we care about the ties of obligation that bind us morally, we care about our

shared histories, and we care about our possible shared futures.
32At least this is the morally ideal situation, even if unfortunately it is not always borne out in

practice. We take it as a moral imperative to view each other not merely as human animals, but
as persons – beings with the same kinds of psychology, the same kinds of social propensities, and
ultimately, beings with the same kind of fundamental moral standing vis-a-vis each other. The fail-
ure to recognise each other’s personhood we term “dehumanisation”, and this tendency is typically
recognised as standing at the root of some of the worst moral atrocities we commit against one
another.

This evident moral dimension to personhood also supports the conjecture that the point of these
concepts is not merely to enable us to re-identify one another over time, but to bind us all to each
other into cooperative and therefore successful social groupings. That we think of other humans
through the prism of their psychological states, motivations, character, and moral standing would
thus not be accidental – it may well be the whole reason to care about re-identifying one another to
begin with.

If that is the case, then the concepts of personhood and personal identity will have satisfied their
(evolutionary) purpose, and from that point of view it simply does not matter whether we are then
able to condense all of these concerns into a philosophically satisfying theory that reduces all of
these things to a homogeneous set of criteria which we could then relate to some “real pattern” in
physical reality.
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This is not a philosophical definition. It should not be read as an attempt at

such a definition. But I believe this is about as close as one can get to something

that looks like a definition of the notions of personhood and personal identity, as we

currently have them.

What is evident to me, however, is that we do not actually need proper philo-

sophical definitions for us to be able to use these notions in our social transactions.

We, philosophers, will want and should probably continue to want to either find or

invent an adequate first-order metaphysical definition for these notions. But clearly,

neither ordinary people, nor you or I, need to have any such definitions to use these

notions in our day to day lives. All we need is a working hypothesis that persons

exist, and that you, me, and all the other human beings around us are persons.

This conclusion also appears well supported by (some) independent scientific the-

ories of human cognition which propose that the brains of human beings function

in this “hypothetical” and “negative” manner, not just in the case of the notions of

personhood and personal identity, but in general, in most aspects of cognition.

The science of brain function is far from settled, and what I have presented

in this chapter is but one of the possible reasonable interpretations of the data so

far collected by cognitive scientists. And so, this part of my presentation remains

speculative, at least until the science settles more definitively on these matters. But

if the predictive processing picture of human cognition will eventually turn out to

be at least roughly accurate, then the question of how and why the notions of per-

sonhood and personal identity manifest in our understanding and usage as negative

hypotheses becomes obvious.

Just like the folk notions of personhood and personal identity we have been

grappling with in this thesis, the prior hypotheses in the predictive brain posited by

these cognitive scientists need not be well defined, nor internally coherent within

themselves, nor coherent with all the other hypotheses we have about the world. Our

brains seem able to happily compute probabilities and updates on vague, ill-defined,

and conceptually incoherent hypotheses all the same. To make these hypotheses
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better defined, more coherent, more accurate as representations of observed reality,

and better integrated amongst themselves, is always an active and ongoing labour.

But this process of epistemic improvement need not have already succeeded for us

to function. We work on the basis of our current, hypothetical understanding of

the world, regardless of how far along we are on our brain’s quest characterise the

world accurately.

On this scientific theory of human cognition then, the notions of personhood

and personal identity are negative hypotheses in the same, ordinary sense in which

all beliefs or assumptions we make about the world are just prior hypotheses on our

predictive brains. All such hypotheses have an implicit aim to characterise the world

accurately, but none need to succeed at that in order to inform our understanding of

the world, or our behaviours in it.

If this scientific picture is eventually proven correct, my characterisation of

the notions of personhood and personal identity as “negative hypotheses” will be

equivalent in this scientific schema to “a distinct set of conceptually heterogeneous

priors in the predictive brains of us humans, under one notion, identified by the

terms person, personhood, personal identity, etc.”

If my overall meta-philosophical analysis of the folk notions of personhood and

personal identity is roughly faithful to reality, it follows at the very least that we,

as philosophers, should not expect to be able to produce metaphysically reductive

theories of personhood and personal identity which will yield classical concepts

(with well defined necessity and sufficiency conditions) that are not revisionary.

Whenever we produce such theories, we will be demanding of the folk that they

revise their understanding of these notions – or, if you prefer, we will be demanding

that they update their hypotheses about these notions mean and what they refer to.

Now, there is nothing wrong with a philosopher demanding this of others, so

long as their theory constitutes an epistemic or pragmatic improvement on what

came before. However if, as it appears, it is the case that conceptual heterogeneity

is a proper part of the notion of personhood, if it is the case that that heterogeneity
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fulfils some kind of beneficial function for the folk (for example, it might be there

precisely because there are social evolutionary advantages to getting humans inter-

ested in each other in this multi-dimensional way, getting them interested in each

others’ psychology, in each others’ social and moral relations, etc.), then no analytic

reductionist account which tries to reduce the notion to just one category of consid-

erations (from among the biological, psychological, social, etc.) will constitute an

epistemic or pragmatic improvement on the folk notion as it stands. And the folk

will be justified in resisting such a proposal.

Moreover, so long as the theories of personhood and personal identity pro-

posed by philosophers continue to insist on reducing the notions to considerations

belonging to just one of the relevant metaphysical domains, we should expect that

appeals to folk intuitions will never definitively favour one of these revisionary pro-

jects over another. We should expect that for every Animalist who seeks to justify

their theory through appeals to the folk intuitions in cases patients in a permanent

vegetative state, there will be a psychological criterion theorist who will retort by

appeals to folk intuitions in cases of brain transplants. And vice-versa. In short, we

should expect that the disagreements between Animalists, proponents of psycholo-

gical criterion theories, etc., will remain intractable.

I hope these observations can inform future discussions on these notions, as well as

the future efforts to articulate personhood and personal identity as coherent, philo-

sophically satisfying concepts. But until any of these efforts succeed, I will insist

that the notions of personhood and personal identity are most accurately understood

as merely negative hypotheses in the brains of us humans.
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Pallas-Bazarra, N., Ávila, J., and Llorens-Martı́n, M. (2019). Adult hippocampal

neurogenesis is abundant in neurologically healthy subjects and drops sharply in

patients with alzheimer’s disease. Nature Medicine, 25(4):554–560.

Murray, S. O., Kersten, D., Olshausen, B. A., Schrater, P., and Woods, D. L. (2002).

Shape perception reduces activity in human primary visual cortex. Proceedings

of the National Academy of Sciences, 99(23):15164–15169.

Nagel, T. (1971). Brain bisection and the unity of consciousness. Synthese, 22(3-

4):396–413.

Nichols, S. and Bruno, M. (2010). Intuitions about personal identity: An empirical

study. Philosophical Psychology, 23(3):293–312.

Nigro, G. and Neisser, U. (1983). Point of view in personal memories. Cognitive

psychology, 15(4):467–482.

Norris, D. and McQueen, J. M. (2008). Shortlist b: a bayesian model of continuous

speech recognition. Psychological review, 115(2):357.

Nour, M. M. and Nour, J. M. (2015). Perception, illusions and bayesian inference.

Psychopathology, 48(4):217–221.

Nozick, R. (1981). Philosophical Explanations. Harvard University Press.

Olson, E. (2016a). The remnant-person problem. In Blatti, S. and Snowdon, P.,

editors, Animalism: New Essays on Persons, Animals, and Identity, pages 145–

161. Oxford University Press.

Olson, E. (2016b). The role of the brainstem in personal identity. In Blank, A.,

editor, Animals: New Essays. Philosophia Verlag.

Olson, E. T. (1997). The Human Animal: Personal Identity Without Psychology.

Oxford University Press.

Olson, E. T. (1999). Persistence, page 22–41. Oxford University Press.

257



Olson, E. T. (2007). What Are We?: A Study in Personal Ontology. Oxford Univer-

sity Press.

Olson, E. T. (2009). Self: Personal identity. In Banks, W., editor, Encyclopedia of

Consciousness, pages 301–312. Elsevier.

Olson, E. T. (2014). The nature of people. In Luper, S., editor, The Cambridge

Companion to Life and Death, pages 30–46. Cambridge University Press.

Olson, E. T. (2015a). Animalism and the remnant-person problem. In Fonseca, J.
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