
1. What is a problem with equating the self 
with an immaterial soul? 

2. What is a problem with saying that 
survival over time is solely a matter of 
having memories of one’s past self?



1. Explain Parfit’s thought experiment. 

2. When someone wants to know whether 
they’ll survive until next week, what 
should they want to know, according to 
Parfit?



WHAT IS 
THE SELF?



PREVIOUSLY…

•Russell seemed to think that there are selves, but 
wasn’t sure whether we can be acquainted with them. 

•Gertler (following Descartes) thinks that the self is a 
non-physical thing that could, in principle, exist 
independently of the body.



PREVIOUSLY…
•Schwitzgebel argued that it might be possible for persons to be 
simulated in a computer. Maybe you are a simulation. 

•Clark and Chalmers argued that the self, like the mind, could 
extend outside the body. 

•It seems to follow from Churchland’s eliminativism that the notion 
of a self might be an artifact of a bad theory. Perhaps it should be 
eliminated.



SOME QUESTIONS

1. Are there such things as selves (persons)? 

2. If so, what is their nature? 

3. What has to happen for a self to survive 
from one time to another?

(In practice, philosophers have often tried to get at 1 and 2 by answering 3)



IMPLICATIONS
• Might it be possible to survive past the death of our 

bodies? Is an afterlife or reincarnation possible? 

• Could a person be transferred from one body to 
another? If so, what would that require? 

• Could a person be uploaded from a body to a 
computer? Could any computer be a person? 

• If we had the technology, would it be possible to 
survive Star-Trek-style molecular transportation?



What has to happen for a self to 
survive from one time to another?



TUESDAY FRIDAY

What do we have to know in order to 
determine whether these are the same 
person or not?

In other words:



We can ask the same question about 
other kinds of things that persist over 
time…











What has to happen for a self to 
survive from one time to another?



TUESDAY FRIDAY

What do we have to know in order to 
determine whether these are the same 
person or not?

In other words:



TUESDAY FRIDAY

ANSWER 1 

They have to be very similar.



TUESDAY FRIDAY

ANSWER 2 

They have to have the same soul. 
Q: What is a soul? 

A: Something that can exist independently of a body. The sort of thing that 
lives an afterlife, or that can be reincarnated. Usually thought of as an 
unobservable, nonphysical entity that contains a person’s essence.



TUESDAY FRIDAY

ANSWER 3 

They have to have the same body. 
(It’s surprisingly hard to say what this amounts to.)



TUESDAY FRIDAY

ANSWER 4 

They have to be psychologically 
connected in the right way. 
For example: some philosophers have argued that for B to be the same 
person as A, B must remember A’s experiences, or at least remember the 
experiences of someone who remembers A’s experiences (etc.).



Thought Experiment 1: Transplant 
Suppose a scientist puts my brain into your body, and 
your brain into my body. Which of the following would 
be true? 
 a. We traded bodies: I have your body and you have 

mine. 
 b. We traded brains: I have your mind and you have 

mine. 
 c. Both (a) and (b) 
 d. Neither (a) nor (b)



A B

Thought Experiment 2: Psychological Swap



A?
B?



Thought Experiment 2: Psychological Swap 
Suppose that, without transferring any actual body 
parts, a scientist puts my memories and personality 
into your body, and your memories and personality 
into my body. Which of the following would be true? 
 a. We traded bodies: I have your body and you have 

mine. 
 b. We traded minds: I have your mind and you have 

mine. 
 c. Both (a) and (b) 
 d. Neither (a) nor (b)



“…memory is a causal notion; and as 
we actually use it, it seems a necessary 
condition on x's present knowledge of 
x's earlier experiences constituting 
memory of those experiences that the 
causal chain linking the experiences 
and the knowledge should not run 
outside x's body.” 

—Bernard Williams, The Self and the Future



Memory vs. Quasi-Memory



Thought Experiment 3: Teleportation



Thought Experiment 3: Teleportation 
Suppose that we invent a Star-Trek-style teleporter, which takes 
apart a person’s body molecule-by-molecule in NYC and 
creates an exact physical and psychological duplicate in LA. 
Suppose the scientist tries their machine out on you. Which of 
the following would be true? 
a. You have traveled from NYC to LA very quickly. 

Congratulations on being bi-coastal. 
b. You have been killed, and an imposter who falsely believes 

that they’re you is hanging out on the West Coast. 
c. Neither a nor b.







1. How is remembering your past 
experiences like imagining that you’re 
someone else, according to Velleman? 

2. Describe one potential positive 
consequence of ceasing to believe in 
enduring selves.



Thought Experiment 4: Fission



Thought Experiment 4: Fission 
“My brain is divided, and each half is housed in a new body. Both 
resulting people have my character and apparent memories of 
my life.  
What happens to me? There seem only three possibilities:  
(1) I do not survive;  
(2)I survive as one of the two people;  
(3)I survive as both.” 

(Parfit,  p.5)





Thought Experiment 5: Fusion



“Let us now turn to a second kind of being. These 
reproduce by fusion as well as by division. And let us 
suppose that they fuse every autumn and divide every 
spring.” (22)





"Let us look, finally, at a third kind of being.  
In this world there is neither division nor union. 

There are a number of everlasting bodies, which gradually 
change in appearance. And direct psychological relations, 
as before, hold only over limited periods of time. This can 
be illustrated with a third diagram (given on the next 
page). In this diagram the two shadings represent the 
degrees of psychological connectedness to their two 
central points.” (23)





Parfit Against The Self: Argument 1 



Parfait’s First Argument Against the Self 

• If you divide into two people (for example, by having the two 
halves of your brain put into two other people), then neither 
of them is you.  

• After all: they’re not the same person, and neither is any more 
you than the other. But two things that aren’t identical can’t 
both be identical to a third thing. 

• But Parfit thinks we should loosen our definition of ‘survival’ to 
allow for the possibility that you could survive such a case as 
both, even if neither of them is you.



Survival Without Identity 

Numerical identity is not what we should care about when we 
care about our future experiences. 

In a fission case, we should be worried about what will happen 
to both future selves. 

“The relation of the original person to each of the resulting 
people contains all that interests us—all that matters—in any 
ordinary case of survival. This is why we need a sense in which 
one person can survive as two.”



Connectedness and Continuity 

Psychological Connectedness: A is connected to B insofar as 
A remembers B’s experiences, A’s actions are the result of B’s 
planning, and A and B share other important psychological 
characteristics. 

Psychological Continuity: A is continuous with B if there is a 
chain of beings connecting A and B. 

Parfit argues that if we think about the fission and fusion cases, 
they show that we should care about continuity and (especially) 
connectedness more than we care about identity. 

But, applied to our own case, this has consequences.



Velleman on Temporal Parts 
• The idea of an enduring self presupposes an incoherent 

theory of time, according to which time is fundamentally 
different from space.  

• According to this idea, we exist only in the present, which 
moves “toward” the future and “away from” the past.  

• But Velleman argues that this metaphor makes no sense. 
The present is itself just another moment in time. It 
doesn’t “move”.



Velleman on Temporal Parts 
•Instead, we should think of time as just another 

dimension—a fourth dimension—just like space. 
•Things don’t move through time, they extend 

through time, just as they extend through space. 
•They have temporal parts, just like they have 

physical parts. 
•In annoying philosophical jargon: things don’t 

“endure”, they “perdure”.



Velleman on Temporal Parts 
•If Velleman is right, then there’s no sense in which I 

move through time. There are just different 
temporal parts of me that exist in different times. 

•But then thing that is thinking at any given 
moment isn’t all of me, it’s just one temporal part. 

•If so, then memory is a highly misleading 
phenomenon, a little bit like imagining being 
someone else without realizing it.



“You might report this thought experiment by saying, “I’ve 
just imagined that I am the birthday boy at David 
Velleman’s  fifth birthday party.” The first occurrence of the 
pronoun ‘I’ in this report would of course refer to you, 
whoever you are: let’s say you’re Jane Doe. But what about 
the second occurrence of ‘I’? Have you imagined that you, 
Jane Doe, are the birthday boy? Surely, you haven’t 
imagined a bizarre scenario in which the  five-year-old 
David Velleman is somehow identical with a completely 
unrelated woman (as we are supposing) named Jane Doe.” 
(6)



I am imagining that I am the birthday 
boy at your fifth birthday party.

I am imagining that I am the birthday 
boy at my fifth birthday party.



“What then of my experiential memory? When I say, “I 
remember that I was the birthday boy,” I am making a 
report similar to yours. That is, I am reporting an 
experiential memory whose content would be expressed 
by the statement, “I am the birthday boy,” as uttered in the 
remembered scene by the five-year-old who experienced 
it. But whereas you may be aware that you haven’t 
imagined the birthday boy’s being you, Jane Doe, I am 
strongly inclined to think that I have remembered his being 
me, the present subject of this memory.13 I thereby con 
ate my remembering self with the self of the experience 
remembered.” (6)



Conclusion: Selves Don’t Endure 
•Parfit and Velleman agree that there’s no 

interesting sense in which people continue to exist 
over time. 

•It would be better, they say, if we just think in terms 
the world as filled with temporal parts of people
—“time slices” that can be more or less 
psychologically connected.



The Benefits of Not Believing in Yourself 
“It is sometimes thought to be especially rational to 
act in our own best interests. But I suggest that the 
principle of self-interest has no force. There are only 
two genuine competitors in this particular field. One 
is the principle of biased rationality: do what will 
best achieve what you actually want. The other is 
the principle of impartiality: do what is in the best 
interests of every- one concerned.” (Parfit, 26)



The Benefits of Not Believing in Yourself 
The principle of self interest “tells a man to grant 
equal weight to all parts of his future. The argument 
for this can only be that all the parts of his future are 
equally parts of his future. This is true. But it is a 
truth too superficial to bear the weight of the 
argument.” (Parfit, 26)



The Benefits of Not Believing in Yourself 
“Egoism, the fear not of near but of distant death, 
the regret that so much of one's only life should 
have gone by-these are not, I think, wholly natural 
or instinctive. They are all strengthened by the 
beliefs about personal identity which I have been 
attacking. If we give up these beliefs, they should be 
weakened.” (Parfit, 26)


