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Where I Am Coming From

INTRODUCTION

1

Daphne’s tragedy: Radical, personal change

M y topics—the nature of persons and personal identity—are
for Daphne shot through with significance. Daphne is not

the real name of the person who inspired this book but a name I will
use here. I choose the name since Daphne in Greek mythology suffers
a somewhat parallel tragedy. Daphne was a brilliant philosopher
teaching at the University of British Columbia where I was on a post-
doctoral fellowship. We became inseparable. In the next five years, we
came to know each other’s hearts and minds so well that we could
often dispense with spoken communication. We were married in
August of 1985. In October of that year, Daphne suffered a massive
attack of multiple sclerosis. After nearly a year of attacks and remis-
sions, in August 1986, Daphne passed for the last time beneath the
dark archway that separates those who can intelligibly express their
wishes from those who cannot.

What people are and what changes a person can survive had long
been metaphysical concerns of mine. They suddenly appeared to me
as practical questions of great moral import. Here, I offer all-too-
brief expositions of some of the great philosophers of the Western
philosophical tradition, including some of our contemporaries, to
reveal some of the sources of our cultural heritage for dealing with



what I witnessed and what Daphne suffered. No attempt is made here,
however, to deal with the rich traditions of the Orient. My own
answers to the questions that forced themselves so roughly to the
forefront of my philosophical thought are rooted in the past, but, I
hope, grow beyond it to become applicable to our current deeds.

Through my theory of persons, it is at least possible that one
might suffer radical change and still be a person—although not the
same person one once was. It is also possible that one might be still
a human being but no longer a person at all. Before I work through
others’ theories of persons, and my own, however, I will explain in fur-
ther detail what happened to Daphne. This is what I am trying,
through my thought, to absorb into my life.

Multiple sclerosis is a disease that can take many forms. Some
suffer attacks infrequently with long periods of remission. At another
extreme, some steadily and quickly worsen, losing physical or mental
abilities, perhaps both. At first it was not clear how Daphne’s case
would progress. From the start, however, she was very different from
the way she had been just prior to that massive attack in October
1985.

Initially, peculiar bodily changes and total exhaustion beset
Daphne. She was unable to carry on her life in a normal way. At the
beginning, however, neither she nor I could quite believe that this
condition would continue. Even though she had already lost the pitch
of her intellectual abilities, we assumed that she would return to what
for her was normal and for most of us would be an exceptional men-
tal clarity. I would say of Daphne at the onset of her illness, “She is
not herself today,” in the faith that tomorrow would see the familiar
traits return. Intelligence, energy, curiosity, hope, and their allies, I
supposed, would surely revive in full measure. They did not.

The disease gave Daphne very strange sensations. The myelin
sheath, a protective covering on the nerves, was being attacked in
Daphne’s body by her own immune system. She spoke of inappropri-
ate sensations from familiar stimuli, as, for instance, a warm shower
feeling normal on half her body and cold on the other half. Half her
tongue was numb. Strange tingling and buzzing sensations came from
no observable stimulus at all. With quite good justification but, very
uncharacteristically, Daphne became highly irritable, fearful, and
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Where I

Am Com-

ing From

depressed. The thought that her body would always undergo such
intensely strange sensations was literally driving her mad.

Eventually, after the first massive attack was in remission, hope
did return to Daphne, in a muted form. She began to think that she
might have periods of being like her old self. In the past she had
worked with great enthusiasm at every task, from putting down inlay
in a hardwood floor to the most abstract of intellectual investiga-
tions. She was as clever at crafting physical objects as at constructing
theories. Although she suspected that she would never regain her for-
mer impressive ability to craft material things—since she knew that
her eyesight and physical dexterity were permanently impaired—she
nonetheless hoped to return to her philosophical work as an outlet
for her immense creative impulse. A flame still flickered in those eyes
that had burned with a zeal for philosophical understanding. For the
time being, however, all our energies were directed at improving
Daphne’s health. During the period I describe, there was no time for
reflection. The struggle with the disease consumed us.

Daphne had had a keen, incisive mind and a powerful memory.
Her mind was immediately somewhat dulled and her memory, in the
short term, was less certain. I remember her lying down with some
philosophical books gathered around her, making a valiant effort to be
what she had been. Not only did she realize that she could not under-
stand the text she was reading, but her own marginalia explicating the
text had become incomprehensible. This was not the first time since
becoming ill that she had tried unsuccessfully to work. She picked up
something else while I turned to a task that distracted me for a
moment. What she had picked up fell from her hands. I looked up. It
was her own doctoral thesis. She could not understand a word of it.
In this moment, the realization rushed upon her that she would not
recover the abilities in which she had invested so much of her life. She
looked up at me as if from a great depth.

In the past she had worked with blazing intensity. She had needed
to be reminded to eat and sleep when she became engrossed in philo-
sophical work. Now she could neither concentrate nor work at all and,
after many attempts, had come to believe she never would work again.
Are we what we are able to do? Daphne was inconsolable. For a while
she seemed convinced that she had observed her own death.



It is impossible to convey in a few paragraphs, or really at any
length, the long droning suffering punctuated by such dramatic
events as Daphne’s realization that she could no longer do the work
by which she had defined herself. The day to day was not dramatic;
rather, Daphne’s quotidian was a terrible tedium of struggle against
an unseen enemy, which dragged her by infinitesimal degrees into a
dark pit.

The disease had caused massive scarring of her brain resulting in
dementia. Daphne, who had been capable of deep philosophical
thought and discussion, after the onset of dementia, would at her
most vocal repeat things by rote. She would sing with me a few words
of simple songs she had known in her girlhood. With heavy-handed
irony, fate had written a script in which the only things Daphne could
say without prompting were I don’t know, Yeah, No, and OK. She
would repeat such phrases as many as fifty times in a row as she lay
smiling in her hospital bed. Now even this limited verbal ability is
gone; Daphne can only sit and stare, unresponsively.

Daphne would have agreed that merely to live through tragedy, to
learn nothing from it, and to pass nothing on is to compound the
tragedy. In Daphne’s own opinion, which she expressed before becom-
ing ill, people in her present circumstances should be counted as the
same sentient beings but not the same persons they once were in the
crucial sense of “person.” Daphne, I believe, can no longer learn from
her decline, but we can.

There was no way to measure clearly the downward slide. While
some characteristics that had seemed necessary to Daphne—her pas-
sionate intellectual intensity, her great critical acumen, her immense
intelligence—were waning, others seemed to remain unscathed.
Daphne, even in such desperate straits, was more concerned for oth-
ers than for herself and extremely sensitive to the suffering of any
being, whether or not that being could think. Ironically, she had, at
times, cursed the intensity of her passion for philosophy that drove
her like a whip. She had longed on occasion to be an unthinking sen-
tient being like our pet cats on which she lavished affection. This sort
of choking irony doubtlessly inspired the proverb, “The gods grant
the wishes of those whom they wish to condemn.” In any case, under
stress that might have embittered her, Daphne retained love, empathic
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understanding, and pity. It was only much later—when she was like
one possessed—that the deeply ingrained sweetness of her character
was, at least temporarily, displaced.

After a deep depression about the loss of her mental abilities—a
depression which lasted through some attacks and remissions—
Daphne began to have trouble remembering her passion for philoso-
phy. I remember distinctly, in a year replete with poignancy, the
moment when she first said aloud that she no longer felt horror at
losing her ability as a philosopher. Why, she asked, could she not be
happy as a homemaker without the strange need to ask immense ques-
tions? Of course I encouraged this line of thought, but the strange-
ness of its coming from Daphne chilled me deeply. Who was saying
such things to me?

Although formerly unthinkable changes had taken place in
Daphne, it still seemed to me that she had to some degree survived
these changes. Until she became completely demented, there was usu-
ally enough of Daphne’s former character to make her recognizable as
a continuation of her former self—the person whom I thought I
knew so well. The changes were quite varied. While some characteris-
tics flew away, others remained as always. Some things about Daphne
seemed not so much lost as muted or redirected. She had been served
well as a theorist by an extraordinary independence of mind and per-
tinacity in the pursuit of ideas. Her defence of her considered views
sometimes bordered on intellectual ferocity. Once she was unable to
understand philosophy, her love of theorizing was directed at survey-
ing the literature on the causes of multiple sclerosis and seeking to
discover the nature of the demon with which she struggled. Without
the critical ability she once had, she fell prey to many false hopes and
tried, partly through desperation, a number of “cures” which she
would have dismissed had she had her former abilities and had she
lacked a motive so strong that it crushed reason. Daphne’s pertinac-
ity and independence now served her less ably than they had in her
earlier life. The purely intellectual passion became a passion to escape
from a terrible fate. The horror of the roller-coaster ride downward
redirected her energy and creativity into fantasies about curing her ail-
ment and into delusions about the abilities and motives of the neu-
rologists who delivered the ever-worsening news.
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Just prior to Daphne’s final descent into dementia, I had to ask
myself to what extent paternalism was justified in my care of Daphne.
This was a question that would have made no sense prior to her ill-
ness. Then, she always knew what she was doing and clearly had the
right to decide for herself what actions she would take. I could hardly
argue when I heard her say in response to my doubts about some par-
ticularly irrational and harmful sort of putative cure, But my brain is
being eaten away! On the other hand, I had to protect her from mak-
ing her condition worse. There was still some chance of remission of
the disease if she could be protected from other serious harms. The
immense respect which Daphne had earned had to be tempered with
the knowledge that she was, in some important sense, no longer her-
self, no longer the person who had earned complete autonomy. In the
past I would never have treated Daphne as a child; now, sometimes
being forced to do just that made me very ill at ease. Fortunately, by
that time, she did not seem to be aware that I was distracting her from
some of her ill-considered attempts at curing the disease.

To describe her as Plato might have done, Daphne was a very spir-
ited person, but one in whom reason clearly ruled. As reason weak-
ened, spirit took the upper hand, with some disastrous consequences.
Whatever the physical mechanisms in terms of loss of cells in the
nervous system, the results of multiple sclerosis in her case can be
accurately described as the loss of the inhibiting force of reason and
the release of violent emotions with a consequent marked change in
personality. Those to whom Daphne had always been forbearing felt
the full brunt of an anger that she had formerly reserved for those she
had good reason to believe to be unjust. Once the disease had an
insuperable grip on her mind, she lost the power to distinguish a
crime from a minor fault and the blast of her anger blew at random.
What before would have been seen as a change from greatness of heart
to meanness, could not be seen that way when Daphne’s mind was
unravelling. Perhaps to speak of personality changes or character
changes makes no sense when the mind is so embattled.

In any case, everything remaining that was familiar to me in
Daphne’s character began to fade in and out. As the ability to reason
and communicate—whether verbally or by other signs—diminished,
the things I thought of as character or personality traits became
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harder to assess. When, eventually, she became unable to walk as well
as demented, the opportunity for self-expression was as limited as it
is for a baby. This is not to deny that an infant may have and display
a personality, but to point out how severely limited such a personal-
ity was in comparison with the dizzyingly complex personality that
Daphne once had. Even that infantile personality is gone now.

Some traits may survive even such dread changes as a total loss of
intelligence. Sweetness of temper, for instance, is a trait which we
could for years attribute to Daphne with very minimal action on her
part. One can also have such sweetness as an underlying characteris-
tic and yet be a fierce debater on the side of what is just, as Daphne
was before her illness. Daphne had a fine sense of humour as well; it
did not leave her while she could still respond. The wide range of
things which formerly amused her narrowed to the humour of the pit,
but still she could laugh in the face of an unimaginably wretched fate.
Long after she had lost the ability to speak at all, she sometimes
smiled, although it was apparently the tone of voice rather than the
content of what was said that amused her. Now she does not respond
at all. Week to week I hardly noticed the changes but, as I reflect on
longer periods, I see the gradual ebbing away of even what little was
left to Daphne. The complex personality which included such traits
as considered gentleness, subtle whimsicality, intellectual pertinacity,
and highly developed empathic understanding could not survive the
simplifying effects of the loss of all reasoning ability.

Daphne suffered a diabolical torture in going into and out of
episodes of some lucidity before she descended finally and utterly
into dementia. In lucid moments she begged for euthanasia; she was
too weak to take her own life. This wish to die seemed to be the con-
sidered and rational wish of someone who did not want her body to
live on after the death of her mind and personality. It was, however,
uncertain whether remissions might not still occur and give Daphne
a life worth living. Once she had passed beyond the horror of watch-
ing her mind ebb away, once she could no longer understand what was
happening to her, her foremost source of misery had ceased. Should
Daphne’s wishes to die still have been considered for this new Daphne
who seemed like a sometimes-happy infant? Was this really Daphne or
rather a human being only as closely related to her as a mentally chal-
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lenged daughter would have been? Now that she shows not even emo-
tional responses, has she crossed some significant divide between per-
sons and non-persons? When she was competent what rights did
Daphne have to specify what was to be done with her body when her
mind had gone? The questions spring up like weeds. Answers are rare,
delicate blossoms to be carefully cultivated.

Now that Daphne does not respond verbally at all, one unfamil-
iar with the neurological diagnosis and her history might think she is
somewhat like those who suffer from locked-in syndrome—able to
think normally but unable to express herself by word or gesture. This
is clearly not the case. While she was still able to speak she gradually
lost her intellect and spoke more and more as one who was becoming
demented. Magnetic resonance imagery (MRI) showed the plaques
on the brain that explained this dementia. There is a wealth of evi-
dence that the dementia is real, deep, and permanent. The person we
knew cannot return.

In spite of the terrible inspiration for this book, it is not a book
cloaked in mourning. Mourning is something I have come through.
My tone at times may even seem flippant to those who think philoso-
phers must never smile. Philosophical ideas are not forbidding things:
they are meant to be lived. I refuse to dress them in widower’s weeds.

How to read this book

The intended audience
This is a broad survey, not a book for professional philosophers spe-
cializing in the area of concepts of a person. I have tried to make it
accessible to anyone who cares deeply about people and is willing to
think hard. My aim is to provide a map of a large and strange terri-
tory. Professional philosophers usually take some part of that terri-
tory and explore it very thoroughly, but there is not space for such
intense investigation in a work of this scope. This book covers a huge
range of ideas about persons and points out many pathways that may
invite further exploration. There are numerous sketches of historical
developments concerning the concepts of a person. For the lay reader
or philosophy student, these sketches provide choices between varied
philosophical traditions within Western philosophy. At the end there
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is a quick look at where my own explorations have led me. Readers
may wonder, though, as they view the sweep of Western thought on
persons, how to compare the many adumbrated views.

A framework for comparing views about persons
The views we will consider are in the category of conceptual analysis.
Each is an attempt to say what a person is, in general. This is not
social history or psychology, so there is no claim made here about
societal activity or causes of individual behaviour. Instead we are look-
ing at the history of what we have believed ourselves to be and of the
changes we have believed we could survive. We will analyze various
concepts of a person to see what follows from adopting each one.

One question to keep in mind is how these views are related to
common sense about persons. Philosophers are fond of the old say-
ing that common sense is not all that common and seldom sensible,
but I am more sanguine about common sense and believe it is a good
way to categorize views on persons. Some of the philosophers men-
tioned in these pages are, indeed, partly the source of today’s com-
mon sense as what was once philosophical invention has filtered
down. Of course these are Western philosophers, and it is a culturally
relative Western common sense that I use. As long as we apply the
concept with this in mind, common sense can help. Even without any
analysis of common sense, for instance, one can recognize that a
philosopher whose theory implies that each human body is associated
with a series of about a dozen different persons, or one who says there
are no persons at all, is departing considerably from common sense.
Since a concept of a person is fundamental to much of our thinking,
it would be nice to stick as close to common sense as we can.

To elaborate, it is necessary to anticipate somewhat the second-
to-last chapter of this book to say a little about some common ideas
about persons in the history of Western philosophy and to prepare for
these ideas as they crop up between here and the distant end of this
book. Here, then, are some beliefs that many of us have about our-
selves. To begin with, we are complex creatures. Any view that charac-
terizes persons as so simple as to have no parts or internal divisions
would not be about us. On the other hand, we are not reducible simply
to a set of parts in a certain configuration. One cannot take a person
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apart and put her back together in the way that one can, say, a com-
puter. Each of us is, moreover, a unique individual. People seem to be,
as well, continuous during the life of their bodies with more or less deter-
minate beginnings and endings. In some sense, a person is an indivisible
whole. Persons as individuals—and perhaps even as a class—cannot be
defined. Finally, persons have freedom of the will.

The picture of persons I have just drawn is one that many
philosophers reject in one or more of its aspects. The sources of these
ideas emerge as I set out the history of the concepts of a person, and
can be useful as ways to compare views. I will eventually defend some
form of each in what I present as a defence of common sense.

Philosophers tend to divide their conceptual analyses into three
main areas: metaphysics, epistemology, and axiology. In metaphysics
we ask questions about reality and existence. Most of the recent
philosophical work on persons is of this sort. The questions of
whether we are complex, irreducible, individual, continuous, determi-
nate, and free can be seen as metaphysical questions about what we are
really like. Of course these metaphysical questions raise epistemolog-
ical questions about what we can know about these matters, for
instance, the question of our definability. Axiology covers questions
of value such as those raised in ethics and aesthetics. Here I frame
questions and answers in metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical
terms.

Another way to compare views is to look at their applications to
one’s life. Daphne’s story comes up again and again, as I ask what var-
ious philosophers would say about it. You may have stories of your
own to which these theories can be applied. Ask of each philosopher’s
theory: is it speaking of real people, and what difference would the
theory make to your life if you believed it? If you find something
which strikes you, you will at least know who to read to follow it up
in more detail than I can present in this brief survey.

Questions and arguments
At the end of each chapter are questions to help readers check their
mastery of the content of the chapter. The book’s glossary can help
to clarify the questions and their answers. Arguments on the topics in
each chapter are also provided. These may help readers debate with
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themselves to become clearer about their own views on questions we
all must answer if we are to reflect on what we are. The arguments are
intended to inspire objections. I am told that H.L. Mencken said that
to every complex question there is an answer that is simple, clear, and
wrong. I hope that the questions and arguments here can help readers
avoid oversimplification about fundamentals.

Content questions

1. What is meant by each of the following terms as they apply to
persons?
(a) complex, (b) irreducible, (c) individual, (d) continuous, 
(e) determinate, (f) indivisible, (g) indefinable, (h) free

2. Briefly characterize the following fields of study within philoso-
phy: metaphysics, epistemology, and axiology.
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The Nature of Persons

CHAPTER 1

Notes to chapter 1 are on pp. 475-76.

15

What is philosophy?

P hilosophy is an activity in which philosophers engage in debate
on such big questions as the one we hear in the popular press,

What is the meaning of life? Philosophers look at such a question and
ask about its presuppositions, the things that must be true for the
question to make sense. In this case, the question presupposes that
there are persons, purposes, and purposes of persons. Say that ten
times fast. I rephrase this question as What is the purpose of persons?
Other questions that might make it into the category of big questions
include: What is truth? Is there a God? What is reality? What is
beauty? What makes actions morally right? What is love? What is jus-
tice? Questions of this nature, fall into three main categories of
inquiry, which correspond to three extra-large questions: What mat-
ters? What is real? What can be known? Philosophers tend to under-
stand these questions as having “if anything” attached at the end and
do not start an inquiry assuming that something matters or is real or
can be known.

What matters? is a question about values. The general area deal-
ing with this is the theory of value or axiology, but those terms are
rarely used in philosophy. Instead, philosophers talk about two special



areas within axiology: ethics, the study of moral concepts, judgments
and codes, and aesthetics, the study of artistic value and beauty. What
is real? is a question of metaphysics, the theory of reality. Philoso-
phers consider what can exist or what existence is in this field. What
can be known? is a question of epistemology, the theory of knowledge.
In this area, philosophers look into the nature of knowledge, methods
of acquiring knowledge, and the limits of knowledge. Often, a single
big question will be dealt with in all three areas within philosophy.
Many of the great philosophers have been systematic thinkers who
tried to find a way to answer all three of our extra-large questions in
one unified theory referred to as a worldview.

Philosophical answers and irritants
Anyone who has had any dealings with philosophers is probably aware
of their devilish habit of giving out questions in response to ques-
tions. Contrary to an opinion popular among students who have done
poorly on their first exam, this philosophical questioning of the ques-
tion is not usually motivated by a desire to be irritating and evasive.
What philosophers generally try to do is to find out precisely what a
question is before they attempt an answer. Philosophers, whenever
they undertake to answer a question, are acutely aware that what the
question really means depends on the context in which it is asked.

Here we are asking maddeningly difficult questions: What are
persons? What makes this person now identical to that person in the
past? and What marks the beginning and the end of a person? Of
course we have to be very careful about what we are asking. That
depends in part on whom we ask. If, for instance, we ask a lawyer what
persons are, she will probably say that they are individuals, corpora-
tions, or other organizations satisfying a certain list of juridical
requirements. If we do not stop her there, she will probably rattle off
that list. While we may be vitally interested in what the law says about
persons, we have some prior work to do on the concept of a person
to answer some of the questions that arise when someone undergoes
radical change.

Another example of contextual dependency shows us that we
might get sidetracked regarding the related question, What makes this
person identified in one way identical to that person identified in
another way? Suppose that I inquire at a government office whether
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Fay and Kay McLeod are two persons, identical twins perhaps, or just
one person with two names. A clerk tells me that they must be one
person because they have the same social insurance number. Fay and
Kay show up later, looking as alike as two peas in a pod, to gently dis-
pute the clerk’s opinion. The clerk refuses to revise her opinion. Fay
and Kay then have a not-unheard-of bureaucratic headache, but that
has nothing to do with the question I was asking. Seeing them
together, I can see that they are not the same person. They are iden-
tical for the clerk’s bureaucratic purposes until they get their records
revised, but we should not let this quaint bureaucratic stubbornness
discourage us from treating them as different persons.

This example of Fay and Kay underlines our tendency to accept a
difference of bodies, however similar, as a knock-down, drag-out
argument in favour of the conclusion that there is a difference
between two persons. As was pointed out above, this difference of
bodies is rather limiting as a criterion of difference. It seems to work
at a given time but not over time. None of us has the same body that
we had when we were rocked in our mother’s arms. It will become evi-
dent that much of the puzzling we do about persons depends on prior
assumptions about time. We will have to stop and ask in some of the
debates about who’s who whether we are talking about persons
through complete lifetimes, persons through a large segment of a life,
or persons in a brief period of time. One may have no difficulty
thinking one is the same person who began this paragraph, but is one
the same person one was when one was two years old? Will one be the
same person if one becomes senile in later life? For those who say, Yes,
is some sort of continuity other than the mere continuity of the body
the underlying reason? See what your answers are as you read critically
the answers of the philosophers in the discussion here. First, I issue
some warnings about our methods.

Words for persons

In the miasma of unclear intellectual discussion, the oft-heard cry of
the great bull philosopher, Define your terms! reverberates like a
foghorn. Sometimes, trying to define a term makes little sense. It may
be perfectly well understood in a context of use. It may be poorly
understood, but the resources for a precise definition may not be at
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hand. In some cases, it may not even be in principle definable, though
its meaning is understood. For instance, Moore pointed out that we
know what “pleasure” means but cannot define it.1 Similarly, Straw-
son treats “person” as a primitive term, that is, as a term at the base
of our vocabulary, a term which is used to define others but is not
itself definable in a non-circular way.2 He is treating the term “per-
son” as Moore treats “pleasure.” Perhaps there are some contexts in
which it is reasonable to treat the word “person” in this fashion, but
there are others where definition is worthwhile.

Amelie Rorty’s list of person candidates
Considering a list of terms sometimes used in place of the word “per-
son” can be enlightening. Consider these terms from literature
offered by the philosopher Amelie Rorty: “‘Heroes,’ ‘characters,’ ‘pro-
tagonists,’ ‘actors,’ ‘agents,’ ‘persons,’ ‘souls,’ ‘selves,’ ‘figures,’ ‘indi-
viduals’ are all distinguishable. Each inhabits a different space in
fiction and in society.”3 With the possible exceptions of “heroes,”
“protagonists,” and “figures,” these terms all function in some con-
texts outside of literary criticism as synonyms of “person.” Note the
strangeness, however, of debating the possibility of most of these
terms to describe a fetus, a corporation, or God. As soon as one
notices the variety of concepts of a person, many of the debates about
which beings fall within the category of a person become harder to
understand.

The history of the term “person”
Concerning oneself with various definitions of the term “person” may
seem to be an ivory-tower pursuit to those who think that they know
well enough what persons are. That it is not so is evident from the
weight people put on the term in debates concerning abortion and
euthanasia. Nor is this seriousness about definition a new phenome-
non. The definition of “person” was a matter of life and death as long
ago as, for instance, the late Middle Ages. Servetus, a mediaeval physi-
cian and polemicist, wrote an essay on the mistakes in the doctrine 
of the Trinity, the puzzling Christian doctrine that God is three
persons in one. Servetus used one of the possible derivations of
persona, the Latin term for “person.” He was assuming that persona
came from words referring to an actor’s mask. This suggested to him
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that “person” in this religious context meant “role” like the role that
the actor would play. He then gave the very reasonable explanation of
the Trinity that there is only one God, but God plays three roles or
performs three functions. Servetus was burned to death at the stake
as a heretic on Calvin’s accusation.4 Define your terms, but carefully.

Much of the difference between the pro-life and pro-choice
groups in the abortion issue hinges on the question of whether all
human beings, including fetuses, are persons. Although people on
both sides talk as if they would like to burn their opponents at the
stake, the more likely causes of death of human beings are from abor-
tion itself, and from radical pro-life groups blowing up abortion clin-
ics or shooting abortion providers. Murder is the unjustifiable taking
of the life of a person. Using an abortion for, say, birth control, would
be murder if a fetus were a person. Pro-choice groups deny that the
fetus is a person. Neither side denies that the fetus is a human being.
This may seem strange to someone who thinks that all and only
human beings are persons, a standard assumption among pro-lifers.
What the pro-choice groups are saying, though, is that it is wrong to
think of all human beings as persons. Obviously, we are badly in need
of some definitions from both sides to begin to clarify the heated
debate between them.

Why can we not just look at a dictionary and find out who is
right? For one thing, you will find many definitions of “person” in
any good dictionary, some on one side of the issue, some on the other,
some favouring neither, and some irrelevant. It turns out that our
selection of a meaning for “person” in such contexts as the abortion
debate is a moral one. On this selection hang important decisions
about what we should do.

One response, then, to the problems we are having with the con-
cept of a person and the definition of “person” is to decide what we
should do, and then choose the concept of a person that suits that
decision. This is in effect what often happens in debates about abor-
tion and euthanasia. But while there are philosophers who would agree
with this policy, there are many who think that reflection on the con-
cept of a person should be a precursor to or at least a concomitant of
the ethical decisions. In fact, our contemporary concepts of a person
include some that developed as innovations in ethics.

19

The Nature

of Persons



Legal problems
As I was writing the first draft of this book, the Parliament of Canada
was attempting to put a new law concerning abortion into the Crim-
inal Code. The Supreme Court of this country is still wrestling with
the definition of “person” as it has done in the past. As the legal
proverb goes, hard cases make bad law and, I would add, intractable
concepts do as well. Fortunately, Canadians currently have no law on
abortion.

According to the polls reported on the news, a large majority of
people in this country side with the pro-choice movement. This is
some indication that the majority ’s attitudes to the fetus are consis-
tent with the idea that a fetus is not a person in the sense that con-
fers rights and duties. Some philosophers hold that the fundamental
right is the right to be treated as a person and that all other rights
flow from this.5 It makes, for them, a huge difference what you count
as a person. If, for example, a fetus is not a person but merely a poten-
tial person, then it may have something like what lawyers call a “future
interest” in life and in becoming a person—which is a much weaker
entitlement than a full-fledged right. This is a concept I will try to
clarify in chapter 17 after looking at the history of the concept of a
person.

Trendelenberg goes so far as to say that the development of the
concept of a person as an end is an indication of moral progress in a
society.6 The distinctly moral use of the concept is, however, a rela-
tively recent invention in our culture. The watershed in this develop-
ment is Kant, who tells us, “Rational beings are called persons because
their nature distinguishes them as an end unto themselves; that is, as
something that may not be used simply as a means, and consequently
in so far limits all caprice and is an object of esteem.”7 This intro-
duces the idea that persons cannot, like tools or animals, be treated
simply as a way of achieving some result and also the idea that ration-
ality is a necessary feature of persons. The special place this concep-
tion accords to persons has been the foundation of much of our
thinking about rights and duties that are conceived of as applying
only to persons. Recently this has been challenged by animal rights
activists, who accuse the traditional ethicists of speciesism. Perhaps
animals do have rights, but I would argue that persons’ rights are
stronger. We should treat both animals and people better than we do.
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The concept of persons as ends, not means, as those for whom
things are done rather than that which is used to accomplish pur-
poses, is linked to rationality. Rationality is itself a contested concept,
but it is often taken to include not merely the capacity for logical
thought but also the capacity to express thought in language. Ratio-
nal beings of any sort are worthy of esteem, on this view, but, as it
happens, the only beings we know of who are indisputably rational are
human beings. Other beings may behave as if they understand reasons
for doing things, but we are the only beings who can boast about it.
Now some would claim that some chimpanzees such as Washoe, who
has learned many signs in the American Sign Language for the Deaf,
have demonstrated that non-human beings are rational. There is also
much speculation of late that the ancient dream of machines that can
really think will be realized. Does this make them worthy of the
esteem we accord to persons? Perhaps rationality is irrelevant, as Ben-
tham thought, and merely the ability to suffer and feel pleasure is
what should give us cause for concern about a being “The question is
not Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but Can they suffer?”8 There
is, then, a debate about whether being a person as defined in terms of
rationality or mere sentience is the mark of a member of a moral com-
munity.

If we accept the term “person” into our moral vocabulary, either
as a defined term or a primitive one, the question remains whether it
is descriptive of something that is the source of moral value or is
merely honorific. Do we first value something and then confer on it
the title of person? To some extent this is what is happening when
environmentalists use talk appropriate to persons to speak of ecosys-
tems or the whole planet. They have not suddenly turned into ani-
mists, but are trying to persuade us to value and treat well the planet
on which we live. If we say that the earth has rights or that she is our
mother, these are honorific, extended uses of terms. They are evoca-
tive and poetic. A use of “person” applied to the fetus may be similar.
We want our society to be especially careful of the future interests of
fetuses, and we achieve this by speaking of their rights. This talk is
almost totally indistinguishable from the differently motivated claims
that there are genuine rights of the fetus and that the fetus is a per-
son in more than this extended sense. If fetuses are to be classed as
genuine persons with full rights, then clearly the sense of “person”
being used is not the sense discussed earlier that requires developed
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rationality. To avoid taking the seemingly irrelevant criterion of mere
species membership as determining whether a being is a person, we
might look at an idea of ancient origin, that of the soul.

Those who believe that a soul inhabits the body at conception and
that this soul is the source of the esteem in which we hold the per-
son, or that this soul just is the person, would say literally the things
that others might say as a figure of speech in speaking of the fetus.
To call it an unborn person is to make a strong claim. The debate over
how to best use this term is a fight over the tools of moral persua-
sion.

Whatever one may think of the religiously inspired sense of the
term, “person” is a powerfully evocative moral term. Consider, for
instance, its importance in the feminist movement. The group that
can persuade others to adopt its usage is the group that will sway
hearts and minds to its moral position. We will, then, have to exam-
ine closely the concept of a person and the cluster of such related con-
cepts as rationality, soul, self, and rights. Before we proceed, another
warning is in order: there are some philosophers who would nip this
investigation in the bud. They do not believe we can ask or answer any
sensible questions about persons at all.

Pseudo-questions
One philosophical tack to take when one sails into a troublesome
question is to dismiss the question as not a real question at all, but
to consider it as a pseudo-question. The question What is a person?
or the question What makes this person identical to that person? may
be said to ask nothing at all. One reason which might be given is that
the general criteria sought are not to be had. What answers the ques-
tion will get will always be relative to the particular usage and context.
They are real questions when limited to such contexts, but as general
questions are meaningless.

On the other hand, some might think there is a generally accepted
use of “person” but no answer to the question merely because the
term is primitive. Other terms of importance such as “duty” or
“moral” are to be defined in terms of “person.” In this case, to ask
What is a person? is not to ask a genuine question for there can be no
answer. The only answer would be a definition, and that is just what
cannot be given if the term is genuinely primitive.
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The term “person” may be said to be so ambiguous that the ques-
tion of personal identity and survival, unqualified, is no question at
all. This, in fact, is my view, but rather than merely dismiss the ques-
tion I want to qualify it in various ways to transform it into various
clearer questions. I do not want to say that the term must be used to
name mere fictions and phantasms.

Paradoxes of conflicting intuitions
When I see Daphne lying in a hospital bed, recognizable as the woman
with whom I spent years prior to her illness, I may say to myself that
this is the person I knew, but she is much changed in personality and
abilities. It seems equally intuitively plausible to say that the person
whom I once knew could not survive such changes. There is so little
psychological continuity, and so much of the brain of this woman has
been destroyed, that by the psychological or bodily criteria of same-
ness of persons, this woman is a different person from the one I knew.
Dictionaries reflect the different uses of “person” that correspond to
these conflicting intuitions about what a person is. Outward resem-
blance and some kind of continuity of body are, however, the most
weighty considerations in our society. The police would have no hes-
itation, for example, in identifying this woman as my wife and the
same person who, in far better health, was a brilliant philosopher and
teacher. The strength of this outward resemblance criterion is proba-
bly dependent on our religious heritage—on the doctrine of the
immortal soul entering the body at conception and, whatever the
changes to the mind, leaving the body only at death.

Even in a largely secular society, we retain the doctrine of the soul,
or some vestige of it through the outward resemblance doctrine of the
person, as a safety. We do not want to give up on people too soon.
Whenever anything can be done to revive them we must try. Such doc-
trines help us to make incredible efforts to preserve life and health in
others. If we see them as persons—indeed as the same persons they
were—after a catastrophe, then we will treat them very differently
than we would if we were to see them as mere bodies from whom the
person has fled or as new persons in familiar bodies. We are 
more likely to honour promises made to the person prior to the 
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catastrophe. We are able to steel ourselves, with the help of gratitude,
to the task of seeing to their medical care and comfort.

It seems a good idea then, as a social insurance policy, to think of
people as the same even after a mental catastrophe. Sometimes, how-
ever, it leads to unreasonable expectations of those who have directly
suffered the catastrophe and of those who care for them. We may,
when things get bad enough, wish to adopt the view that calling some-
one who remains after such a catastrophe the “same person” may be a
fiction that has outlived its usefulness. Nonetheless, it is often diffi-
cult to do so. The power of our conflicting intuitions on this score
can pull us apart. For this reason alone, it is best to look for whatever
clarity we can muster.

Puzzles concerning related concepts

When we ask about the nature of persons or, for many purposes the
same question, about what makes a person the same through change,
ancient puzzles about identity and time raise their grizzled heads.
Many philosophers are in rough agreement about how to define iden-
tity, but we should be aware of the complications that arise from the
roughness. Here is a standard way of defining identity called Leibniz’s
law: “Whatever x and y are, x is identical to y if and only if x and y
have all their properties in common.” To say that x and y have all their
properties in common means that they are totally alike. In other
words, it means that x is red if and only if y is red, and x is shorter
than the Eiffel Tower if and only if y is as well, and so on for anything
you might want to say about these things x and y. Now Leibniz’s law
has two parts, one controversial and one not much disputed. I will
begin, however, with the controversial part, which is called the iden-
tity of indiscernibles, and goes roughly like this: if x and y are totally
alike, they are identical. Being indiscernible means being totally alike.

Could there be two people who are totally alike? I am not talking
about mere similarity of the sort one gets with “identical” twins.
Could there be two people who were alike in every respect? To answer
that question we have to know whether a radially symmetric universe
described by Max Black is possible, and that is a very long story.9 To
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make the story short, I once held that, on the interesting interpreta-
tions of Leibniz’s law, it is logically possible for there to be two peo-
ple at one time who are indiscernible, totally alike.10 Such people
would exist on opposite sides of a point of symmetry in the centre of
a radially symmetric universe. (Now I doubt this, as discussed in the
Arguments for analysis at the end of chapter 3.) Such considerations
are, however, interesting as limits on possibility, not my major con-
cern here. I am concerned now with the survival of persons over time
in possible worlds like our own in their major physical aspects.

To understand this next point, it is important to understand the
phrase “if and only if ” as used in contexts where precision is needed.
For any two sentences, A and B, “A if and only if B” means “if A then
B, and if B then A.” Given this usage we can see that Leibniz’s law has
two parts: the indiscernibility of identicals—if x is identical to y then
x and y are indiscernible—and, secondly, the identity of indis-
cernibles—if x and y are indiscernible, then x and y are identical.

The relatively uncontroversial part of Leibniz’s law is the indis-
cernibility of identicals. This works, of course, for a person, or any-
thing else, at a given time. No one expects to be exactly the same in
ten years’ time as she is now. Indeed, everyone changes in some
respects second by second. If x is a person from birth to death, the
whole life, and y is too, then again we will have no trouble with apply-
ing the indiscernibility of identicals. If x really is y, all of the events
in x’s life will be in y’s life. The problem with the principle is in its
application to one person at different times of her life.

Identity over time
Since what primarily interests me is the survival of persons through
changes, I need to know a little about identity of individuals (persons
or not) over time. While both parts of Leibniz’s law are false if x and
y are one individual at different times, some restricted version of one
or both parts of Leibniz’s law might be true in such cases. To see that
they are false if unrestricted, we just have to notice that we change
properties as we live; so we do not have all the properties we once had.
My hair is longer than it was yesterday, so I am not totally like myself
yesterday. A naive application of Leibniz’s law assures me that I am
not the same person as I was yesterday. The reply that jumps to many
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a philosopher’s lips is: Properties like hair length are not essential to
the person. Now we see how we might restrict our principles, namely,
to talk not of having all properties in common but of having the
essential properties in common.

What on earth is an essential property? The idea is that it is a
property a thing has to have to exist. If you take an ordinary chair and
remove its back and legs, it is no longer a chair but a disconnected
collection of chair parts. Are there any properties that persons must
have to be persons in general, or are there properties that certain per-
sons must have to be themselves? Suppose that a person permanently
loses consciousness. Does that person cease to exist? The body and,
perhaps, the subconscious remain. This is, for many of us, one of
those kinds of case where we want to say both Yes and No. Similarly,
a brilliant person such as Daphne who becomes demented provides us
with a difficult example. The only kind of answer which will be ade-
quate to our intuitions is likely to be that for some purposes we say
the person remains and for others we do not. There are, it appears,
various concepts of a person.

Other relations called “identity” by the hoi polloi
Another way of approaching the problem which harks back to the
business of pseudo-questions is to claim that identity is a concept
that does not apply to persons. Persons are changeable things. The
number two is identical to the sum of one plus one, but these are
unchanging abstract objects. A person at one time is never identical
to a person at another time, it may be claimed, since there are always
changes over time. What the hoi polloi take to be identity is only sim-
ilarity. This claim is something of an irritant. We know perfectly well
that we are, in some important sense, identical with ourselves in ear-
lier periods of our personal histories. I am not just like the person
who started writing this book; I am that person. To get rid of the irri-
tant, we will have to find a way to speak about identity of objects over
time in ways that preserve more than mere similarity of the various
stages of the objects.

Objects
The problems with identity are exacerbated by our tendency to treat
as primary such examples of identity as involve unchanging objects or
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objects that change relatively little in comparison to persons. Almost
none of us doubt that the number two today will still be the number
two a thousand years from now. One might explain this in a way con-
genial to Plato and friends by saying that two is an unchanging
abstract object. The moon is also going to be the same moon it was,
despite minor changes. We generally accept as objects things that do
not change or that do not change in ways that are very noticeable or
pertinent to our practical concerns. Persons, however, change from
moment to moment and, whether or not they appear stable to their
friends and loved ones, over the years they change their bodies and
many of the characteristics by which we know them. The young lovers
who gazed at the moon become the old persons who, I hope, still gaze
at the apparently unchanging moon. Perhaps their love survives (oh
fortunates!) and they say that they are still the people they knew back
then on a warm summer night. But even their love is very different
now. Persons sometimes seem to be much more like the things we call
“processes” than like the things we tend to call “objects,” much more
like a sunrise than like the relatively stable moon, though they are
importantly unlike either sort of thing. On the other hand, when we
think of persons as souls or selves unchanging within the body and
mind, persons seem more like objects and less like processes.

Processes
Processes are notoriously hard to deal with simply because they are a
stream of changes. Heraclitus’ old saying—“You could not step twice
in the same river; for other and yet other waters are ever flowing
on”11—is an ancient expression of the puzzles afforded by the identity
of processes. Of course, if we consider the matter carefully, we see
that, if Heraclitus is right about rivers, we must admit that one can-
not step on the same rock twice. Some properties of the rock will have
changed from one moment to the next. In fact, though, we want to
answer Heraclitus by saying that being totally unchanging is not nec-
essary for remaining. Rocks, rivers, and persons retain their identity
through change. For practical purposes, outward similarity is suffi-
cient to guarantee that we have the same ones from moment to
moment. When the rock is worn down by the river over time or the
person ages, we lose similarity between the beginning and end of the
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process, but neighbouring stages of the process are similar, and that
is enough for us to count the rock or the person as a single thing.

If Bryce has a brother, Victor, who goes away on a long journey
and comes home remarkably changed in appearance and character,
Bryce might not admit that Victor is the same person at first. If the
newcomer shows Bryce that he knows where a pet cat was buried
dozens of years ago and comes up with enough similar detail about
their earlier lives together, Bryce may accept him, guardedly, as Victor.
It would not be so difficult to accept if Bryce had seen Victor go
through the changes day by day. As it is, Bryce uses memory as an
assurance that such a process took place. Memory as a criterion of
personal identity comes in for a lot of discussion by philosophers. We
shall have occasion, if I remember, to talk much of memory later on.

Generally speaking, we are fairly confident about how to decide
whether brother Victor is one with this apparent stranger who comes
to Bryce’s door. We are prepared for great change when it happens
over time and at a distance. What is harder to deal with is great
change that comes suddenly and does not fit the expected or hoped-
for pattern of life. Daphne’s change from a brilliant scholar, a com-
plex personality, and a physically strong person to someone who is
physically and mentally infantile came about within ten months. A
part of the pattern of life—accepted at the beginning or the end—is
suddenly forced upon the middle period. The process does not take
its expected course, much as a river is forced by some cataclysm
beyond its banks and into another bed. Is it the same river? Our
understanding of sameness, objects, and processes will be stretched as
we look at what philosophers have to say on these topics.

Reduction
Another way to deal with the difficulty of the concept of a person is
to trade it in on something more tractable. “Reductionism” is the
term for theories which reduce a concept to some other, more man-
ageable concept; the concept of a person can be reduced, for instance,
to the concept of a repertoire of behaviour or to that of a brain. From
the behaviourist point of view, the highly skilled woman who becomes
demented has simply lost a complex repertoire of behaviour, much of
it linguistic. To say that she is a new person is to say that certain stim-
uli no longer elicit the former responses. To say that the woman is a
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different person from the one formerly inhabiting that body is just
quaint shorthand, according to the behaviourist, for talking of this
complex change in stimulus-response patterns. For those who accept
the motto, same-brain/same-person, the woman would be the same
person given that the brain has remained largely unchanged. But in
cases of dementia from organic causes the brain may change radically;
hence by the brain criterion the person may be a different one. Behav-
iour, in any case, does not determine identity according to the same-
brain/same-person theorist. Evidently, then, reductionism is a broad
category into which we can fit various conflicting theories about per-
sons. The main thing reductionists have in common is that they
attempt to boil persons down to something they think they can
understand.

Reductionism, especially for a rich concept like that of a person,
seems to rely on the principle of the drunkard’s search as told by
Kaplan: “There is the story of a drunkard searching under a street
lamp for his house key, which he had dropped some distance away.
Asked why he didn’t look where he had dropped it, he replied, ‘It’s
lighter here!’”12 Reductionists tend to restrict attention to whatever
is well lit by our understanding; thus, they may ignore in this case
that which really makes up persons. Not all are so motivated, but
those who look at one aspect of persons—such as their brains, their
psychological continuity, or their behaviour—are illuminating their
investigation without due regard for the likely location of the solu-
tion to problems concerning concepts of a person.

Thought experiments
Philosophers frequently dream up weird examples to test their under-
standing of concepts. With respect to persons, they talk about
machines that can duplicate human behaviour and appearance, brain
transplants, mind interchanges, teletransportation, and various other
supposedly logically possible kinds of event which need not be med-
ically or even physically possible. This tends to alienate people in
other fields who wonder what philosophers have been smoking. The
justification given is usually that philosophers are torturing the con-
cepts to see just what they are made of. Just as the metallurgist
stretches metals until they break to find their tensile strength,
philosophers try out our ordinary concepts in situations designed to
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see what their limits are. Unlike the tensile strength of a metal,
however, the limits of a concept are not definite and quantifiable. 
The testing procedure is by consequence not singular, clear, or rule
governed.

For example, a philosopher may speculate on what we would want
to say about personal identity if we had a machine that could record
all the data in a person’s body and duplicate the person.13 No sooner
has this speculation been put forth than another philosopher will say
that it is not even clearly a logically possible example until we are
shown in detail the background assumptions concerning this process
of replication. Wilkes, for example, would argue that we have no rea-
son to take this example seriously since it is not clear that there could,
even in principle, be an exact replica produced.14 Lots of things seem
possible when we have not spelled out the details.

Another kind of attack on such thought experiments comes from
a philosopher who objects to the presupposition of materialism. The
duplication is, by hypothesis, a duplication of the structure of the
matter of the original person. There is no guarantee, the non-materi-
alist would argue, that such a duplication produces a person at all. It
is, moreover, bound to be an imperfect replica since selves, or souls or
whatever the non-materialist thinks we are in addition to bodies, are
not replicable.

While reductionism is very popular in philosophy now—espe-
cially the materialist kind of reductionism—it is often put forward
with insufficient attention to the kinds of objections revealed here.

A grand system to ground the question

One of the ways to avoid having our philosophical theory nipped in
the bud is to be systematic. If, instead of just focusing on the con-
cept of a person in isolation, we develop a unified theory of existence,
knowledge, and morality in which our concept of a person fits, then
we are better prepared for the slings and arrows that outraged objec-
tors are likely to call down upon our heads. There are three main kinds
of metaphysical views—that is views about existence in general—
which are used in the discussion of the concepts of a person.
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Materialism: Never mind
Materialism is the view that everything that exists is matter. No

minds or souls or spirits or selves are non-material persons or parts
of persons. This is considered by its defenders to be a no-nonsense,
what-you-see-is-what-you-get sort of theory. They may even say that
it would be nice if all this romantic bull about spirits were true, but
sorry Virginia, there is no Santa Claus. Their opponents accuse them
of feigning anaesthesia.15

Dualism: Mind and matter
Dualism is the view that both material and non-material things exist.
Non-material things such as thoughts and minds are every bit as real
as material things such as brains and electrochemical impulses at the
neuron-synaptic connections. Most non-philosophers whom I have
questioned about this are dualists. They believe, for instance, that their
memories are different in kind from whatever physical things are going
on in their heads when they have these memories. Their opponents ask
them, with a smirk, how the material and non-material worlds interact.

Idealism: No matter
Idealism is the view that there is no matter, just minds, ideas, and per-
haps other things such as spirit combining to give rise to the illusion
of a material world. Millions of people in India think this is common
sense but, on this side of the world, people tend to take a step away if
you spout this view. Their opponents accuse them of ignoring the
obvious.

Neutral monism: Never mind; it doesn’t matter
Some philosophers, such as Bertrand Russell, have held that there is
only one kind of stuff that dreams and rocks are made of. Mind and
matter are built from the same building blocks. This view is called
“neutral monism.” Materialists think the neutral monists are closet
idealists, while idealists think they are closet materialists. Dualists
think they are missing something.

This metaphysical starting point concerning what kind of stuff
there is usually influences our views about how we know things about
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this stuff. Ethical views tend to be influenced as well. Dualists and
idealists can make a place for spirit, for example, which generally car-
ries with it views about human dignity and worth. These views are
harder to defend on the other metaphysical ground.

Wittgensteinian ladder heaving
There are philosophers who abhor systems of the sort just discussed.
For the early Wittgenstein, his own system—a noteworthy example of
system abhorrence—was a mere ladder to be climbed to a better
understanding of the world.16 Once one had this understanding, the
ladder could be heaved away. His system, then, is not the truth, but a
mere means to seeing the truth. He seems to conclude that the truth
about persons is that there are none. In his account of persons, the
concept of a self or person pretty well disappears.17

Reaction to philosophical interpretation

After this day-trip through the territories of philosophy, many read-
ers may have some strong reactions. To be fair, none of the views or
methods mentioned above has really been given a run for its money.
Still, you may as well know what some of the anti-philosophic reac-
tion is. Like Wittgenstein’s reaction, above, this other reaction is
more likely than not to be absorbed into philosophy where it can be
taken seriously by philosophers. Intelligent anti-philosophy is often a
kind of philosophy.

Irritation with the exaltation of language
One of the strong contemporary winds on the borderlands of philos-
ophy is great irritation with the philosopher’s exaltation of language.
The twentieth-century philosophical trend to reduce questions about
persons, existence, morals, or whatever to questions about language
was itself once a reaction to what was seen as an excess of ungrounded
speculation. The pendulum swings. Now we are exhorted to talk
about persons rather than merely about the word “persons.” It seems
to me for reasons already given that we cannot talk about persons
without examining the language we use to do so. If I am right, we are
talking about many different things. This does not mean that we
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should merely speak about things having to do with usage. This is
properly the realm of the scientific linguist. Maybe philosophers
should share their work. Ultimately we have to get down to the ques-
tions about what there is, how we know it, and what to do. If philoso-
phers get hung up in the linguist’s enterprise and never get to these
questions, then we have abdicated our ancient role as philosophers.
Some are quite willing to give it up as a bad job. I am not.

Rejecting the vocabulary and method
of analytic philosophy

Readers should be aware that philosophers in the West are roughly
divided into the Analytic and Continental schools which are separated
by a grand gulf of method. British and North American philosophers
comprise most of the Analytic school, as they are generally fond of
fine detailed analysis of concepts with a heavy concentration on the
insights to be gained by examining language. Continental philoso-
phers, by contrast, are fonder of large system building and larger pic-
tures in general. They consider the Analytic school to be lacking
profundity. The Analytic philosophers sometimes deride what they
see as imprecision or vacuity on the part of the Continentals, as
Berlinski did when he spoke of the great soupy volumes that pour off
the European presses with the inevitability of death.18 There are, how-
ever, other good philosophers on both sides of this wide method-
ological gulf who find work to value on the farther shore.

As the Analytic school is the place where I was brought up, I will
try to analyze the concepts of a person and perhaps add to those con-
cepts. The continental style of philosophizing, which tends to be sys-
tematic and more poetic than I am used to, has influenced me. But
one can only study so much. The influence of the continentals on
what you read here is mainly indirect, through philosophers who write
in a way that is accessible to the analytically minded.

Survival is what counts
While I have some larger systematic opinions, I will not always be
working from the top down. Trying to settle on the most general
philosophical views without at the same time working on the middle
and lower levels makes for the danger of becoming separated from life
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and bound within the walls of a coherent but inapplicable system.
This approach from all levels at once sometimes makes for a spaghetti
of ideas, from which I hope a larger pattern will emerge. If not then,
may you enjoy the sauce.

What is crucial to me in keeping the connection with life is that
puzzles about, for example, duplication of persons, not lead us too far
astray from the real work at hand. We have only academic concerns
about duplication at this stage in our technical history, but we have
some very real and present worries about what constitutes survival of
a person. That is my focus.

The way the answers miss the point

Our new-world version of Western European culture is in the throes
of giving birth. Birth may have its beauty, but it is not a sight for the
faint of heart. The infant, if it survives, will be a new and coherent
view of what we are as individual persons and how we fit into our
world and society. We desperately need some answers. The old reli-
gious world order is no longer capable of motivating the majority.
The answers that are offered by pundits of the present are necessarily
anachronistic. Either they cling to a dead order or they wait for a new
one in which they might inhere.

I will not try to avoid anachronism. What emerges here is a series
of proposals for a way to think and, as a consequence, a way to live. I
may advise living to some extent in the past, to some extent in the
future. What I will try to avoid is the giving of answers that miss the
point of such questions about personal identity as are asked by those
in the front lines. The couple contemplating abortion or the family
wondering whether to commit a beloved parent to an institution
wants to know where persons begin and end. They are hearing
answers—such as, All and only human beings are persons—which do
not address their difficulties. That answer may underlie one concept
of a person, but it is not one that helps them to make a decision. If
it is forced into that role, as it frequently is, then it creates only a hol-
low illusion of a solution. Instead of this, I intend to explore the
many concepts of a person to see how they are motivated and what, if
anything, each can do to help us live and make choices.
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Content questions

1. What kinds of questions are we asking about persons? How is each
categorized as metaphysical, epistemological, or ethical?

2. What is a primitive term?
3. What is a philosophical pseudo-question?
4. Explain in a general way how context gives meaning to questions.

Include how some philosophical questions become meaningless if
their context is not specified.

5. What are the most weighty considerations in our society for sur-
vival of persons?

6. State Leibniz’s law. Which part of it is controversial?
7. How does a naive application of Leibniz’s law make survival 

of any change in a person impossible?
8. Why do persons seem to be more like processes than like objects?
9. Define “reductionism” as applied to persons.

10. Give two objections to the use of the duplication of persons
through thought experiments.

11. Distinguish the following metaphysical theses: materialism, dual-
ism, idealism, and neutral monism.

Arguments for analysis

The arguments, sequences of arguments, or deductions at the end of
each chapter are for students to learn to analyze deductive arguments
in philosophy. Most philosophical arguments are deductive; that is,
they attempt to establish their conclusions with certainty given that
the premises are true. The contrast is an inductive argument that
attempts to establish its conclusion with a degree of probability given
that the premises are true.

There are two features of deductive arguments that we seek. The
first is validity, a kind of minimal test that arguments should pass
before being taken seriously as deductive. An argument is deductively
valid if and only if it is not possible for the conclusion to be false if
the premises are true. No matter what the facts are, the truth of the
conclusion of a valid argument is guaranteed by the premises. Here is
a simple example: All persons have minds. Seymour is a person.
Therefore, Seymour has a mind. This is a deductively valid argument
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in which the first two sentences are the premises and the third sen-
tence is the conclusion. The conclusion follows from the premises.
Of course we have no assurance that the premises are true, so until
they are established, we should not accept the conclusion on the basis
of this argument.

This leads us to a second desirable feature of deductive argu-
ments, that they have true premises. When arguments both have both
validity and true premises, they are sound. Sound arguments are the
ones we want in philosophy.

Consider, now, in terms of validity and soundness, how we may
challenge the arguments offered at the end of each chapter in this
book. First we should ask if each argument is valid. Until this minimal
test is passed, there is no sense in investigating the premises on which
the argument is based. If the conclusion does, indeed, follow from the
premises, then it is worth checking for the remaining part of sound-
ness by investigating each premise. Do not bother checking the prem-
ises until you know the argument is valid. None of these arguments
should be accepted as it stands. They start debates but do not end them.

Argument 1: System building
Here I will present an argument with three parts corresponding to
metaphysics, epistemology, and axiology. It is designed to show that
these three areas are closely linked in their application to the concepts
of a person. It is, therefore, advisable to consider all three main sub-
disciplines of philosophy when we try to understand any one of them
in this context.

Axiology requires metaphysics and epistemology
This is the easy bit. If we are to understand values, we must have a
view about whether they are real and we must decide what we can
know about them. Values that are neither real nor knowable are not
clearly of use in answering questions about art or morality. Even if we
decide that unreal or non-knowable values will be of use, that decision
will involve considerable and unavoidable use of both metaphysics and
epistemology. An example may help. Suppose we want to discover the
morally right ways of treating persons. We are presupposing that
there are such things as persons, that there are standards for
determining what is right, and that we can know these things. Read-
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ers who are thinking, Don’t be silly; of course there are persons, may
be surprised by how hard it is to explain and argue for that apparently
obvious metaphysical claim. It may already be clear to many readers
that there is a considerable debate about moral standards and the ways
we come to know them. In any case, epistemological questions are
bound to crop up too.

Metaphysics requires axiology and epistemology
This is a more controversial claim. It seems to many philosophers that
we can consider questions of existence and knowledge independently
of questions of value. Plato would have disagreed (as discussed in
chapter 3); he thought that the same things that explained what exists
and can be known explain what is valuable. At least we can say that,
once we decide what we think existence of persons comes to, then we
will have an idea of what we think can be known about persons, and
these things will greatly influence our thoughts on value.

Consider, for example, the metaphysical claim that persons are
merely convenient fictions for organizing our talk about events.
Given this view it would seem, on the face of it, silly to say we know
who someone really is or that we morally owe that person special
treatment. At least we would have to understand such talk in the way
we understand talk about such fictional characters as Sherlock
Holmes who lives on Baker Street. Yet when I say that I know my
mother very well and owe her more than I can tell, I am reluctant to
think of this as similar to talk about Sherlock Holmes.

Epistemology requires metaphysics and axiology
This too is a bit of a stretch and depends on large systematic consid-
erations. Nonetheless, it is plausible to claim that some epistemolog-
ical claims have important consequences for metaphysical and ethical
ones. For example, suppose that it is possible to know what persons
will do in the future. This epistemological claim about foreknowledge
may have the metaphysical consequence that freedom of the will does
not exist. If we can know what people do before they do it, then,
apparently, they cannot freely choose to do things. After all, their
actions must be determined by what happened earlier if we can know
what they will do in the sense of having a justified, true belief that
they will act thus. I may think that I choose freely to give to charity,
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but it is already true beforehand that I will choose to do so. My choice
is predetermined. How can I be morally valued for something I can-
not help doing? The metaphysical question of existence of free will
and the ethical question of our merit for our choices seem to be
closely linked to the epistemological question concerning foreknowl-
edge.

Conclusion
It appears, therefore, that, at least when we are trying to understand
persons, we must consider metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical
questions together. Questions of any one sort lead to questions of the
other two kinds. It should be noted, however, that some philosophers
who do not agree with this conclusion and who have spent consider-
able time ignoring it would find flaws in the above argument. If you
think the big questions about persons are important, then you should
ask yourself if you agree with the argument. Try giving objections to
parts of it. Always think critically about claims for which I argue and
about the arguments that lead to them.

Argument 2: Leibniz’s law
This argument is designed to show that we must restrict Leibniz’s
law, as expressed in this chapter in order to prevent it from being
obviously false.

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that this law is true for any
properties whatever at any time whatever. Now let us consider a per-
son, Max at 5 p.m. on Tuesday, January 3, 200X. Let us consider
whether Max is the same person the next day at the same time. Since
he has by this time had his hair cut, Max does not have all the same
properties that he did at 5 p.m. the previous day. We cannot, there-
fore, say that Max on Tuesday is the same as Max on Wednesday. But
this is absurd. Merely having a haircut is not enough to change who
Max is. We should, of course, reject our initial assumption that led to
this absurdity. We reject the view that Leibniz’s law is true without
restriction.

The above argument is a reductio ad absurdum (or just reductio). That
means it makes an assumption, reduces that assumption to absurdity
by showing that something absurd follows from that assumption, and
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then rejects that assumption. The assumption is only made in the
first place to show how it goes wrong.

In this case, the argument gives us a reason to reject Leibniz’s law
in an unrestricted form. We might restrict it to things considered at
the same time. If we want to consider things through time, we would
have to specify the sort of properties that are relevant. For persons,
we might want to look at the properties that are essential. These would
be properties that a person must retain to be the same person. Hair
length, clearly not one of these, is an accidental property—the kind of
property a thing can acquire or lose without changing into another
thing. What is it about you that makes you who you are? Whatever
those things are, they are your essential properties, the way you must
be to be you.
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So Who Cares?

CHAPTER 2

Notes to chapter 2 are on pp. 476-77.
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What really matters about people?

W hat matters about people seems relative to cultures, coun-
tries, or individuals. There is, nonetheless, a degree of objec-

tivity, even cross-cultural objectivity, in assessments of what matters.1
With respect to the cultural relativity of values, Asch points out that
we do not conclude that standards for shelter are relative merely
because one society builds a temporary shelter of ice while another
makes a thatched hut. Similarly we should not conclude that moral
values vary simply because social practices differ from one society to
another. He considers as an example a son killing his parents: “In the
society that follows this practice there prevails the belief that people
continue to lead in the next world the same existence as in the pres-
ent and that they maintain forever the condition of health and vigor
they had at the time of death. It is therefore a filial duty of the son
to dispatch his parents, an act that has the full endorsement of the
parent and the community.”2 Not just the deed but the meaning it has
to the doer is an indicator of values. People everywhere tend to care
about people, in my assessment. That does not mean we all think of
people in the same way. Who or what is counted as a person may vary
from place to place and time to time, with perspectives in one culture



or period that another considers abominable. Sometimes individuals
or even large groups seem to care deeply about things which, from
other points of view, it is irrational to care about. Hitler’s caring
about astrology but not about millions of lives is a paradigm of an
irrational scheme of what matters—no less an evil for being absurd.
While there is always debate on what matters, there is also widespread
agreement within cultures on particular cases.

Often when there is disagreement, as between a Nazi and almost
everyone else, the disagreement is not over principles. Almost every-
one in the West admits that we ought to respect persons. The dis-
agreement is over what a person is. The absurd idea that only Aryans
are real persons, once the Nazi takes it to heart, allows the Nazi to
commit horrific atrocities with less emotional trauma and fewer
moral qualms than could be managed with the admission that Jews,
Slavs, and the other victims are persons. In general, we agree on what
matters, but we disagree about the facts or wilfully ignore some of the
facts where persons are concerned.

What matters about people includes, moreover, much that goes
beyond whatever moral principles we may adopt. Few of us are exclu-
sively concerned with morality. Frankfurt even claims that those of us
who take morality seriously may still not, in some circumstances, find
moral considerations pre-emptive.3 This seems to me to be false.
Frankfurt’s example is of someone who finds it too costly to explore
various alternatives to find the best one: “he might plausibly judge it
more important to himself to reserve for other uses the time and the
effort which a conscientious exploration of the relevant moral fea-
tures of his situation would require.”4 In this kind of case, one is right
to forgo the investigation only if the moral obligation to seek the
knowledge is weak enough. If people’s lives depend on the investiga-
tion, and I fail to investigate on the grounds that it might bankrupt
me, I will remain culpably ignorant of the best thing to do. If it is a
small matter of which of two actions might be more fair, and I fail to
investigate on the grounds that it might bankrupt me, I would remain
ignorant of the best thing to do—but not culpably so. I have a moral
justification or at least a morally valid excuse for not investigating. It
seems to me that, although there are many other things that matter
about people, the ones which matter from a moral point of view must
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always be given first consideration. Only when there is a morally suf-
ficient reason for leaving aside further moral considerations can we go
on to the other things—practical, aesthetic, or whatever they may
be—that move us.

We have to be wary about oversimplifying the point of the pre-
emptive strength of our moral attitudes toward persons. We should
not permit, for example, the sort of slavish adherence to principle evi-
dent in the following example. To a Nazi who knocks at my door
looking for Anne Frank in order to send her to a concentration camp,
I say, I cannot tell a lie. She’s in the closet. This is mindless adher-
ence to the principle that we should be honest, if there is no reason
to tell the truth in this case other than honesty. Sometimes we are
morally obligated to lie. Not only the facts of the situation but our
decisions concerning what matters about people will strongly influ-
ence our application of principles of morality. The process of care-
fully weighing and balancing principles, facts, and what matters to us
is one that taxes even a saint. There is no simple way to decide how
to treat other persons. It could, however, help if we could agree on
what counts as a person.

There was once, in our culture, a somewhat easier answer to the
question of what matters. The idea that what matters to me might not
matter to another was accepted for a limited number of cases. People
could disagree on matters of taste, but there was a central core of reli-
gious values that mattered to almost everyone. Many societies of the
past believed that what ultimately mattered was what mattered to
God. Even then, it wasn’t so easy, as there were many differences of
opinion about what mattered to God or the gods within a given reli-
gion, and more differences across religions. One could, however, look
to the religious leadership of a society to get a fairly definite answer
concerning what mattered. In Europe, Britain, and North America
now, this leadership no longer holds sway. We are cast upon secular
devices to get congruence of opinion on what matters.

After the question, What matters about people? we can ask, To
whom? The answer, To God, will no longer win the day. Many think
that, in Nietzsche’s famous phrase, God is dead. Some think He is
just resting. In any case, if something matters to God, then He must
have a good reason for caring about it. The religious believer will only
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be able to persuade the non-believer that something matters by
appealing to those reasons. “Many and mysterious are the ways of the
Lord,” is not a reply likely to impress those who think there is no
Lord to have any ways.

The question, Matters to whom? can, however, often be answered,
To you, or To your group. That will usually elicit, Show me. If, for
example, I say to Bernice, You ought to care about the people in the
Third World, she may find my remark foolish until I can prove to her
that their suffering can lead to harm to her country and herself. Ber-
nice might be persuaded, for instance, that her country ’s consump-
tion of the forests of the Third World will ultimately have deleterious
effects on her own country ’s environment by threatening the earth’s
atmosphere. Or, I might even be fortunate enough to persuade her
that people should matter to her even if their suffering does not
impinge on the well being of herself and her country. A person’s suf-
fering matters, no matter who, no matter when, no matter where. This
latter principle, however, is so fundamental to most Western moral
systems, that it is one from which other principles are deduced rather
than itself admitting of deduction.

God substitutes

This brings us to the standards by which we judge what matters.
These include our own proclivities, but they also include moral stan-
dards we have accepted for whatever reason. The religious believer will
say there is nothing like the real thing and cite God’s will. The whole
idea of substituting something for God in the discussion is upsetting
for the believer. The idea of including God is equally anathema for the
non-believer. If they are going to talk to each other, they will have to
consider what matters to them about people independently, to some
extent, of why it matters. Various creeds other than the religious ones
bear examination.

For example, Judith Shklar defines liberals as persons for whom
“cruelty is the worst thing they do.”5 It is unlikely that Bernice adopts
such a standard but, if she does, we need merely persuade her that
many of our actions are thoughtlessly cruel to people in the Third
World whose lives are made grim by our consumption of their
resources. This grim tenure of life is crucially important on the lib-
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eral standard since that standard makes what matters about people
their capacity to be cruel and to suffer cruelty. The dictates of liber-
alism were, in the past, founded on religious dogma. The abolition of
slavery by Europeans and North Americans depended largely on the
Judeo-Christian tradition. Liberalism remains, while the source of it
is secularized.

Having such a standard as Shklar’s liberalism is not necessarily a
matter of believing that the standard is, or is grounded in, some
absolute. Rorty invites us to adopt it even though he admits that
there are no absolutes, but he is careful not to defend this liberalism
as if there were standards for its defence to which he could appeal.6
This would be to expose liberalism to the doubts to which those stan-
dards are bound to be subject. If we simply choose to affirm liberal-
ism without deriving it from anything, we are, by an act of will, caring
about people. Rorty ’s method is radical; he tries to change the vocab-
ulary in which we speak of liberalism and thereby to support liberal-
ism through making its opponents’ vocabulary look bad. Rorty ’s
rhetorical persuasiveness notwithstanding, his choice of liberalism
cannot escape criticism merely by avoiding absolutes or making the
vocabulary in which these absolutes are expressed look bad.7 The
refusal to accept absolute standards does not entail that any standard
is acceptable.

Secular absolute moral standards
Most of us want to say that there are, relative to a given context,
things it is rational to care about and others it is not proper to be
concerned about. If I choose to care deeply and exclusively about the
pattern on my wallpaper, I will probably end up in a padded cell.
Those of us who choose liberalism would, moreover, be willing to
criticize Bernice if she chose to be concerned only about people in her
own country. Whether or not they are absolute, we will use our stan-
dards to criticize choices of what to care about. Even if we believe
there is no God to back up our choices and even if we admit that they
are unfounded—chosen with an absurdist’s belief that there can be no
foundation, we tend to act as if God were on our side. What our side
is morally depends, usually, on the context in which we find ourselves
and, in Western societies, on our concepts of a person.
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The relationship between the concept of a person and morality is
a vexed one in contemporary philosophy. Findlay claims that sepa-
rateness of persons is the basic fact for morals.8 Williams denies this
utterly: “The category of person, though a lot has been made of it in
some moral philosophy, is a poor foundation for ethical thought, in
particular because it looks like a sortal or classificatory notion while
in fact it signals characteristics that almost all come in degrees—
responsibility, self-consciousness, capacity for reflection, and so on.”9

It becomes clear enough that philosophers are working with a number
of different concepts of a person. We will look at a slate of these to
see which might help us with our problems, moral and other kinds.
An initial taxonomy of concepts of a person will emerge.

Aesthetic standards
Even more than moral standards, aesthetic standards are contentious.
Curiously, even more than moral standards, aesthetic standards tend
to be treated as God-given. Judging people’s choices by aesthetic stan-
dards is, moreover, in my experience, even more likely to arouse hos-
tile reaction than is doing so on moral grounds. It seems that we tend
to forgive others if they are morally sincere in their differences with
us, but let them not be what we consider low in taste! Dear reader,
admit that you can respect the cannibal who sincerely believes it is his
moral duty to feast on human flesh, but that you have more trouble
respecting those whose choice of interior decor makes you nauseous.
No? Well, you are probably a rare one.

The moot nature of aesthetic standards and our intolerance of
difference in these may cause us no direct ill effects in trying to ascer-
tain what a person is. An aesthetics of theory, of course, might affect
us if there were any possibility of achieving an elegant theory about
the nature of persons. We seem so far from such a blissful state of
theorizing that I believe these aesthetic standards ought to come into
play hardly at all in our choice of concepts. Here, we do not have the
luxury of choosing a pretty idea: we need one that works, even if it is
as ugly as homemade sin.

Where aesthetic standards may be relevant is in the general bat-
tery of tests we have for being a person. One might suppose that hav-
ing some kind of aesthetic sense is a distinguishing quality of
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persons. Other animals and some machines may be rational, but only
persons have the capacity for aesthetic awareness, it may be claimed.
This is at least an interesting claim. There is, however, a considerable
debate about what it is to have some kind of aesthetic sense. Still,
some take solace in believing that, while God is dead, art lives. From
their point of view, what matters about people is their ability to have
the aesthetic experience.

Most of us, however, put aesthetic judgments lower on the mat-
tering list, second at least to moral judgments. It is not unheard of,
however, that an artist be out of step with the majority on this point.
Artists have been known to put art above, for example, human and
animal suffering—not just their own. It is in fact part of the tradi-
tional role of the artist to challenge the values of society and this,
together with the elevation of aesthetics to the pinnacle of what mat-
ters, may bring about moral monstrosities, including a profound dis-
respect for persons. Ironically, the use of the aesthetic sense as the
defining characteristic of persons may lead to the undermining of the
worth of persons.

For the majority, in any case, there is another sense in which aes-
thetics typically comes into what matters about persons. We are
attracted to those we consider beautiful, sometimes in spite of their
lack of moral character. We are attracted also to those who produce
beauty around them or who can reveal it to us in nature. It seems,
then, useful to reflect on the aesthetic experience in order to see a lit-
tle more clearly what it is we care about in people. According to W.D.
Ross, aesthetic enjoyment is “a blend of pleasure with insight into the
nature of the object which inspires it.”10 This view explains why it is
easier to appreciate the appearance of beautiful people than of non-
representational works of art. As persons we have insights into people
ready-made. Art, however, requires an understanding which does not
come free. The necessary insight is hard won.

There seems, in addition, to be another explanatory feature of
Ross’s view of art. Since the aesthetic experience includes pleasure,
those who can evoke or help to evoke this experience would naturally
be valued. One never has to seek an explanation for people caring
about pleasure. I, for one, have never stopped in the middle of an
orgasm to ask whether it is worthwhile. Nor are more subtle pleasur-
able experiences usually questioned except when they are bought at
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great cost morally or financially. Then we question not the goodness
of the experience in itself but the means to achieving it. People, there-
fore, who can bring out the aesthetic experience through their per-
sonal appearance or their work are people we tend to care about. In
general, the capacity of persons to evoke and experience the aesthetic
is a large though often unrecognized part of what matters about them.
Aesthetic value is one of the commonest but least recognized sources
of absolutes in a society that no longer relies on religion to supply
those absolutes.

Solidarity of persons
God’s death, moreover, makes people huddle together. Without some-
one to protect us and to want us to get along, we are all we’ve got.
That may make us value one another more. One who misguidedly
thinks himself the instrument of God’s wrath can push the button to
start a nuclear conflagration. So the world ends in fire; well isn’t that
what it is supposed to do? This world is not what counts. When that
fire-and-brimstone attitude dies, the importance of the here and now
and those who populate it becomes paramount. The vitality of the
Shklar/Rorty liberalism alluded to earlier is, perhaps, an effect of the
secularization of the world for all that it had its original source in
religion. The liberal can take no joy in seeing herself as the avenging
angel armed with the fiery sword.

This liberalism is a close relative of a movement that has been
steadily gaining ground since such nineteenth-century authors as But-
ler, Mill, and Bentham clarified it, some would say created it. I refer
to utilitarianism, the doctrine that what we ought morally to do is to
create the greatest pleasure and least suffering for the greatest num-
ber of people. In short, we ought to maximize pleasure. Bentham
would prefer to maximize the pleasure of all sentient beings though,
not just people. Some versions of utilitarianism are apparently able to
dispense with the concept of a person as morally fundamental. Instead
of saying, We persons are all we have got, a utilitarian might say, We
sentient beings are all we have got.

This move to sentient beings, however, does not obviate the moral
difficulties that we have already seen can be entangled with the con-
cept of a person. As soon as one defends a doctrine in which the inter-
ests of sentient beings other than persons might supersede those of
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persons, the problems emerge in another form. Perhaps the best way
to maximize pleasure on this planet would be to eliminate persons.
After all, people are destroying the planet. That there could be a jus-
tification for killing everyone—say, by creating and releasing an
incurable viral ailment specific to human beings—seems to be an odd
result at best in what purports to be a moral theory. To stop it, one
would have to argue that there is more pleasure to be had by keeping
us persons around. To do that, one might argue that persons are capa-
ble of more pleasure than mere sentient beings; so the pleasure of the
person having an aesthetic experience through listening to music
should not be equated with the pleasure of the mosquito taking a sip
of a person.

Of course this business of weighing our pleasures against those
of other sentient beings brings us back to the problem of what we are
and why we should care so much about us. The general answer in
terms of solidarity of persons is that we are all we have. Animal wel-
fare activists and environmentalists will blanch at this claim. They
think too much emphasis has been placed on this new god of human
solidarity. By elevating people to a position of ultimate value, we may
ignore the other inhabitants of the earth and the earth itself. Not only
people, they would say, but other animals—indeed, whole ecosys-
tems—are all we have.

I, for one, am not about to make the world safe for mosquitoes
by killing off persons, no matter how numerous mosquitoes and their
little pleasures might be. Almost all utilitarians would agree with me
on this point. It may nonetheless be true that we do care too much
about persons and too little about other sentient beings. Perhaps we
should care more about the planet on which we live. However we may
change our attitudes in these respects, we ought not to return to car-
ing too little about people. The ideal is to expand the circle of soli-
darity to include non-persons and their interests in our consideration
of what we ought to do.

Spirituality
Not all who want to give up the idea of a deity want to give up the
idea of spirituality. Some maintain that this is the essential charac-
teristic of persons. Saying just what spirit might be, however, is not
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at all easy to do. Spirit is often held to be ineffable or expressible only
indirectly as, for example, through the poetry of the Romantics.
Nonetheless, some have attempted definitions. For example,
Steven G. Smith, after an interesting historical survey of definitions
of the term “spirit” defines it as “the intentional togetherness of
beings who are for themselves ‘I’ and for others ‘You,’ that is, other
to each other.”11 Now a fetus cannot make the distinction between I
and You and cannot participate in intentional togetherness. Nor it
seems can some severely brain-damaged adults. But these are only the
most extreme cases. There are many whose minds are terribly limited
who would be able to join in this intentional togetherness. Thus the
resulting concept of person, when we take persons to be those beings
with spirit, takes the emphasis off mind and intellect, thereby includ-
ing many more human beings as persons. Nonetheless, it still distin-
guishes the babe in arms from the two-year-old, since the babe under
this definition does not have spirit.

Many competing notions of spirit, of course, would not have the
consequences just noted. In any case, thinking of persons in terms of
spirit gives us a set of definitions of “person” corresponding to those
of “spirit.” This particular example from Smith serves to show that
taking spirit as a God-substitute may have important consequences
for the distinction of some human beings from persons. Furthermore,
doctrines of spirit bring with them views about what matters; often
spirit itself is at the top of a hierarchy of what matters where God
used to be. What matters about people, from this view, is their spirit.

Love
Love is everything, sums up what some people care most about,
namely the foremost kind of caring. Although romantic love is the
first kind of love that springs to mind, the love of the parent for the
child, love of friends, of country, of humanity, of natural objects, and
of artifacts are all familiar. When love is a God-substitute and so is
placed at the top of the hierarchy of mattering, we may be glorifying
any or all of these kinds of love. People may matter on this kind of
view since they are the objects of love or since they are the ones who
love. The capacity to love at least has a chance of being a capacity that
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picks out persons while merely being an object of love does not. It
seems, then, that being able to love is what matters about people when
love is a God-substitute.

Definitions of love are passing rare, but this is one of the better
ones: “Mutual love seems to be a blend of virtuous disposition of two
minds towards each other, with the knowledge which each has of the
character and disposition of the other, and with the pleasure which
arises from such disposition and knowledge.”12 Notice that the kind
of love here defined is person-to-person love, and the conception of
a person necessary to support such love is quite complex. While an
expectant mother could love a fetus, that would not be mutual love as
here defined. Only highly developed human beings could be the sort
of persons to have the emotional and intellectual means to experience
this kind of love. Even very young children and adults with the intel-
lectual or emotional maturity of young children cannot love in this
way, though they may well love in other ways.

If capacity to love is, as I have speculated, one of the things that
matter about persons, then we ought to look closely at love. As reflec-
tion on Ross’s definition reveals, there are various things in this cat-
egory of love that we might have in mind when we think of the
capacity to love. The capacity for what Ross calls “mutual love” is, I
believe, a defining characteristic of persons in a narrow but very
important sense. It is, in fact, part of a common ideal. When we con-
sider what persons should be, we include this capacity. When we
praise someone as “a real Mensch” (a real person), for example, a large
part of what matters so much to us about this person is the capacity
for engaging with others in mutual love.

Assuming what?

When we ask what matters about people, we have to consider—as for
all questions—the background assumptions. One such assumption is
that there is something that matters. Pity the person who does not
share this minimal assumption. Another is that something about peo-
ple in particular matters. Most of us, save the very depressed, have few
doubts on either score. We are assuming, though, that nihilism with
respect to values has been defeated. It is never completely defeated,
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but raises its ugly head from time to time. We put it down largely by
an act of pure will. We create our own values, not in the sense that we
dream them up but that we ally ourselves to standards and views
about what matters which tend to be shared by most people.

There are, unfortunately, persons for whom other persons do not
matter. Some of these are egoists. For an egoist, only she herself mat-
ters. Some are concerned not so much with themselves as with things
outside the realm of persons. The scientist, for instance, is often
praised for being cold, dispassionate, and fascinated with items quite
beyond the personal. I think of this praise as an evil. The world is
becoming uninhabitable for persons, and scientists need to be pas-
sionately involved with people to help overcome this tragedy. I am no
more enamoured of the totally dispassionate scientist than of the
artist who elevates aesthetics above persons. In any case, in contradis-
tinction to those who reject this basic assumption, I—and I hope you
are with me—am assuming that somehow people matter.

One more assumption that only a philosopher is likely to con-
sider is whether there are persons in the world at all. Perhaps all of the
concepts of person that we use are defective. In that case, there might
be no such things. Once we thought there was phlogiston—a myste-
rious substance that was thought to be transferred from one object to
another when heat was transferred. Now we think that supposition
was based on a misconception of what heat is. What if all of our
informative and value-laden conceptions of person turn out like that?
Certainly I am assuming that there is something to talk about under
the general heading of “persons.” The proof is in the pudding. If, at
the end of this investigation, we find that we have no clearer concep-
tion, then perhaps we will be willing to take a leaf from Rorty ’s book
and to try to develop a vocabulary in which we no longer have terms
like “person.”13 This would overcome by evasion the intractable ques-
tions of our current enterprise. Sidestepping is not such a bad thing
if it gets us out of a blind alley and into one that leads somewhere.
We must, however, explore this alley thoroughly before taking that
option. I think we will find the alley is not blind after all.
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Mystical and religious importance
Mystics, religious believers, Platonists, and many others think that
what is important about any person is the immortal part. Trapped
within our physical being or temporarily residing voluntarily in, on,
or through us in this mortal coil is the real person. This is a very
strange idea when it is thought through. Consider the ever-popular
transmigration of souls doctrine, for instance. If Alvaro were a bucca-
neer in a former life but now has nothing in common with that buc-
caneer—that he can remember—in what sense was that Alvaro? If
one becomes totally demented, at least there is the continuation of a
body connecting the earlier and later selves. If we imagine being buc-
caneers in earlier lives, do we imagine being continuous Egos who are
conscious in now one body, now another, with no memory of what
happened in earlier bodies? With continuity like that, who needs dis-
continuity? This bare Ego that flits from body to body may not really
be something we can consistently work into a plausible theory of per-
sons. It is worth a try, though. Undeniably, the bare Ego has a strong
intuitive appeal as the popularity of the transmigration myth testifies.

Problems such as the identification of featureless Egos or souls
led Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas to demand that the body go
along with the soul as an inseparable unit, the soul being the form of
the body. Although the relationship between the soul and the body is
more complex, one can think of their inseparability as comparable to
the inseparability of a body and its health. It would no more make
sense to speak of the soul leaving the body and yet still existing than
it would to speak of the health leaving the body behind and still exist-
ing out there somewhere: I’ve lost my health but it’s around here
somewhere. Much less does a doctrine of transmigration stand up
under the light of Aristotle’s concept of the self or soul;14 so that one
might say, Jean lost her health. Now my brother Harry has Jean’s
health. Of course we can talk sensibly of people having the same type
of health but not have the very same token of health.

By the way, the Christian doctrine of the resurrection was neces-
sitated by this Aristotelian view of the soul. If a Christian cannot go
to heaven without her body, it will have to be reconstituted when that
trumpet sounds. While this doctrine is a little less problematic than
that of the featureless soul able to transmigrate, it has its problems.
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For instance, which body should be resurrected on that day, your two-
year-old body, your body in its prime, or your then-current remains?
We have had occasion to remark that the body is a process. Different
stages of this process may be more different than two different bod-
ies at the same time. If the soul is the form of the body, it too must
be a continuing process. All the difficulties of identifying persons
through time that arise when we focus on our mortal changing bod-
ies will arise for this kind of soul. One wants something unchanging,
incorruptible, and immortal to serve as an identifier through the
changes of all the other parts of the person. This soul doctrine does
not, at first glance, look promising. Suspend judgment on it, though,
until we have given it a good run.

Being yourself (who else?)
It is not only the philosophers and mystics who claim to be aware of
some continuing soul, self, Ego, or inner person which underlies the
changes in the visible person. Most of us have been exhorted to “be
ourselves,” for instance by parents who did not want us to run with
the gang and be moved by stronger personalities or groups to do what
is not true to ourselves. Well, who else can one be but oneself?
Sartre’s message in the play Huis Clos is that one is what one does, not
what one says or imagines oneself to be but the sum total of one’s
actions. But then who is performing these actions, a series of subto-
tals? Most of us think that, when we choose to act in a certain way,
consistently with our character—or even in efforts to pull ourselves
up by our bootstraps to change our character—we choose. There is a
choosing self which precedes and survives the choice. Such is the dic-
tate of common sense. We have to ask whether this common view is
really sensible. Some of the philosophers discussed below challenge it,
though I myself am rather partial to common sense.

Promises and the question of who’s who?
If you are lucky enough to have a friend whom you would describe
with such well-worn phrases as steady as a rock, then you seem to have
some concept of a dependable person. Such a person does not say,
when one invokes her promises, That was then and this is now. One
knows what to expect from her. This is not necessarily the kind of
persistence through change sought by those who put forward ideas of
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an immortal soul, but this continuity of personality and character is
much of what we normally refer to when we use the words “the same
person.”

If remembering and living up to promises made, not under duress,
is an example of the sort of thing we can ideally expect when we are
met with the same person over time, then how far can this expecta-
tion be disappointed without damaging that sameness? Even posing
this question will seem to some to conflate metaphysical and ethical
issues, but many of the most useful concepts of a person are not eas-
ily confined within the boundaries of one philosophical field. We have
terms such as “psychopath” to single out those at one extreme with
respect to what can be expected, given their promises. At this extreme,
there is genuine doubt about classifying human beings who are truly
psychopathic as persons. At least there is the tendency to classify
them as incomplete persons since they are mentally deformed. The
total lack of the moral dimension is just as serious as the total loss of
the intellectual capacity when it comes to being a person. A woman
who, when confronted with a promise, is always content to answer,
That was then and this is now, might as well answer, That was her, this
is me. Or is that far too strong? The connectedness of the parts of a
person’s life is, at least partly, a moral matter. We will have to look
into the extent to which abiding by certain moral rules is necessary to
being a unified person throughout the life of the body of that person.

Loneliness and person surrogates
Being alone is being without the company of persons. On the prover-
bial desert island, one may have the company of coconuts and wild
pigs, but neither can play chess or music, discuss philosophy, or sym-
pathize. Reflecting on what would make me feel less alone on a desert
island, I discover some of the features of persons that I value, not all
of which are inseparable from persons. Chess-playing ability, for
example, can be hived off and assigned to a machine, but it is a poor
substitute for playing with a person. It is the total package that makes
the difference. Playing whatever you play with what some silicon wor-
shipper has called “liveware” (namely, a person) introduces important
changes that are hard to name. Playing music with a band and playing
all the parts oneself on a sequencer are very different experiences. Part
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of the difference comes out in a remark of Pascal’s concerning not
such cooperative activities as these but hostility of a sort. He notes
that the universe can easily crush a man, but “of the advantage which
the universe possesses over him the universe knows nothing. Thus all
our dignity consists in thought. It is that upon which we must take
our stand, not upon space and duration. Let us, then, labor to think
well; that is the principle of morals.”15 A person’s thought, unlike a
machine’s processing, is grounded in self-knowledge.

Many would suppose that the chess-playing computer does know
that it possesses an advantage over me when it beeps hideously and
flashes “Checkmate!” on the screen with unnecessary repetition. In an
impoverished behavioural sense of “know” it may be said to know of
its advantage, but Pascal would be unlikely to accept this as knowl-
edge of the sort he has in mind. When a real person says, without
beeping or flashing, “Check and mate,” she conveys so much more to
me than does the computer. She really knows she has won. There is a
mystery to be penetrated in distinguishing the sense in which persons
know, feel, and even detect things from the sense in which, to date,
computers, their peripheral devices, and their programs can know,
feel, or detect things.

Do not suppose that I am setting up the barricades in such a way
as to defend carbon-chemistry chauvinism, the view that persons must
be housed in flesh and blood. It is not clear to me that computers
could not possibly be persons in some useful sense. They are a long
way from being so now. Not to put too fine a point on it, they mimic
some specific tasks of persons very well, but are narrow to the point
of being laughable compared with even a limited person. It is unlikely
that we will ever value them much as we do persons unless they can
be made to look somewhat like and act and feel very like us. One
should not suppose, however, that a huggable body is, in general, nec-
essary to being a valuable person. Consider Joseph Merrick, the Ele-
phant Man, a famous example of a grossly deformed human being
who was a person of merit.

Certainly as we explore the idea that machines might be person
surrogates—or even persons plain and simple—we will see that, as
with persons and morality, the concepts of a person and the concepts
of a computer when rubbed together generate much heat and little
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light. On one side are contemporary philosophers such as Dennett
who see the difference between computers and persons, or persons
and thermostats for that matter, as a difference in degree, at least with
regard to belief attribution.16 Opposed to this view are those who
would agree with Thomas Nagel’s prediction, that: “Eventually, I
believe, current attempts to understand the mind by analogy with
man-made computers that can perform superbly some of the same
external tasks as conscious beings will be recognized as a gigantic
waste of time.”17 Here, too, there arises the question of the limit on
the variety of concepts of a person. The usefulness of the computer
model in conjunction with some concepts of a person may contrast
sharply with its usefulness with others.

Continuity of an individual’s projects
Can you imagine Einstein giving up physics to become a janitor?
Some people become so identified with their projects that we can just
barely envisage them in other projects. Some people sacrifice their
lives for the continuation of something they have worked for: democ-
racy, the family, the progress of science, the health of the environ-
ment, or a country. Many are even more willing to sacrifice the lives
of others. Whatever matters about people, it is not always taken to be
pre-emptive. Consideration for the individual person may become
submerged in the pursuit of a goal even when this goal has to do with
the betterment of people generally.

Indeed, there is an opinion which still has some currency in this
age of individualism that persons count not so much as individuals
but as parts of the whole. It is the ongoing history of the species, the
striving for perfection of the human race, which gives meaning and
purpose to the individual project, and hence, to the individual person.
Yet the artist in a prison cell whose works are never seen is a tragic
figure just for being cut off from the people who might appreciate her
art. There is no art in isolation. On this view, projects have meaning
only in so far as they are at least potentially connected to the great
fabric of interpersonal connection. What matters about persons is
that they are the warp and woof of this fabric. This wide view of what
matters has had tragic effects in the hands of, for instance, the Nazis,
some of whom may really have believed in a utopian goal to which
they sacrificed individuals.
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Continuity of the species’ projects
Adopting this wide view of what matters, in which the value of the
individual depends on that of the species, we come quickly to the
question, Well what matters about the species then? Is there some
huge, overarching project of the species which gives meaning to our
beetling little efforts as individuals? One way back to individuals is
through the suggested perfection of individual persons through the
striving of the species. Each contributes something to the wisdom of
the whole, which is then passed on until persons evolve who are as
good as they can be within the limits of the flux of the quotidian.
This hope usually rides under some such banner as the perfectibility
of humankind.

There are some unattractive features of this sort of species proj-
ect. It crushes incentives provided by our Western individualism.
Most Western religions have provided for the survival of the individ-
ual person in their theology: it is you yourself who will get to heaven
if you do what the religious leaders tell you. Working selflessly for
some species perfection is less than attractive for most people.
Another wrinkle is that the species has not been getting clearly better.
A candid look at history does not encourage the adoption of this per-
fectibility view. Nonetheless, there is some truth in it. Part of what we
usually think is important about people is their connection to the
great ongoing river of persons through time. Few of us can conceive
of our work as important in itself without that connection. The unat-
tractive features of thinking in terms of large projects are not far to
seek. Consider the humane goal of Marxism to make all people coop-
erative and its outcome in Stalinism. Our understanding of persons
should, ideally, help to balance the projects of individual persons with
the grand projects in aid of all humanity. Only then can the continu-
ity of some grand project truly help us to improve what matters at the
level of individuals.

Persons for persons’ sake

The individualist’s response to finding what matters in grand projects
is partly to value persons for their own sake as intrinsically worth-

58

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



while. Persons just matter. They do not have to be part of something
bigger. Often the debate between the individualist and the promoter
of the species is pursued at the level of mottoes. No man is an island,
says one. Nothing of value was ever achieved by a committee is the
response. This is the strategy recommended by Rorty18—of making
the opponent’s vocabulary look bad. Perhaps it would be better to
admit, as an individualist, the importance of our connections to the
whole while striving to understand what it is about the concept of a
person that serves as a moral barrier to the excesses of Stalin and of
the Nazis. Often, however, rather than justification of a satisfying
sort, we simply hear the motto that persons are intrinsically valuable.

There is another facet to this move away from justification of our
valuing persons by saying they just matter. This facet has to do with
the apparent absurdity of the lives of persons. Nagel speaks of “the
collision between the seriousness with which we take our lives and the
perpetual possibility of regarding everything about which we are seri-
ous as arbitrary, or open to doubt.”19 If we are always creating our
own values, including our valuing of other persons, we are always in
danger of seeing the whole of our lives from a point of view outside
that system of values. Our ability to take such points of view may be
part of some of the important concepts of a person. This ability, how-
ever, lets us pull the rug out from under our own feet. If we accept
Nagel’s view, we see that we simply choose to value persons, not
because of some reason or absolute moral standard but just because
we choose. What matters about persons, as what matters about any-
thing, is up for grabs.

To pursue this and other leads discovered in this chapter, we need
to try to develop some of the various concepts of a person which have
begun to emerge as we tried to notice why people matter to us. The
kind of mattering may correspond to the kind of concept of a person
that is a background condition of the mattering. The first place to
look for enlightenment concerning all the questions that have been
raised is in the record of what great minds have produced on this
topic. The history of the concepts of a person collects for us the wis-
dom of our culture with respect to persons. Within this history are
the contributions of the great philosophers, to whom I now turn.
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Content questions

1. Why would the answer, These are God’s values not be enough to
escape giving reasons for having those values?

2. How does Judith Shklar define “liberals”?
3. How does Ross define “aesthetic enjoyment”?
4. What is utilitarianism?
5. What difference does it make to our values to say, We sentient

beings are all we’ve got, instead of, We persons are all we’ve got?
6. How does Ross define “mutual love”?
7. What is an egoist?
8. Why did Aquinas insist that the body go along with the soul to

heaven?
9. What does Sartre say you are?

10. Who said that all our dignity consists in thought? Why did he say
that?

11. What does Nagel see as the source of the absurdity of the 
lives of persons?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: Moral considerations are pre-emptive
Consider what follows from taking moral considerations seriously. If
we believe we are morally obligated to perform an action, then, I will
argue, we could not excuse ourselves from performing that action by
appeal to some non-moral consideration. Whatever we appeal to
either will be insufficient to morally justify ignoring our obligation,
or will be sufficient. If it is sufficient, then it is a moral considera-
tion. Suppose it is insufficient. If we accept such considerations as
pre-emptive, then we are putting morality in second place at best.
Morally right actions would just be the ones we do if there is noth-
ing more important to us than morality to move us. Surely this is not
taking morality seriously, for morality requires us to follow its dic-
tates and to find out if we are in accord with them or not. Ignorance
of a moral duty is no excuse when it is morally culpable ignorance.
Unless morality is pre-emptive, it is not taken seriously.

Take Frankfurt’s example at the beginning of chapter 2 as an illus-
tration. Let’s say that it is Zeke who finds it too costly to explore

60

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



moral alternatives. This could, itself, be a moral consideration strong
enough to justify ignoring the exploration of moral alternatives. Sup-
pose Zeke would face bankruptcy in order to find out what is the fair
thing to do with respect to an accounting error. The accounts are
extremely complex. The amount of money that may or may not be
owing to someone is, say, five dollars. It would be absurd to put his
firm into bankruptcy to explore the alternatives in such a case. Zeke
is not morally obligated to investigate in such a case. Moral consid-
erations are pre-emptive, but there are higher considerations than the
ones, such as apparent fairness, that Zeke justifiably fails to take into
account.

On the other hand, perhaps Zeke is obligated to investigate in a
much more important case. Zeke is a factory owner. He wonders
whether he is doing his duty to protect the lives of the workers in his
fireworks factory. In this case, Zeke is morally obligated to investigate
to reassure himself that he is doing his moral duty to his workers. He
is morally obligated even if it would bankrupt him to do so. He would
not be taking morality seriously if he said to himself, I ought to inves-
tigate to see if I’m doing my moral duty, but it is too expensive since
the factory is losing money and is located half-way around the world
from here. If the duty is important enough, morally then one must
investigate, get someone trustworthy to do it, find some other
morally acceptable solution, or give up on morality. In this case, peo-
ples’ lives, not five-dollar debts, are at issue.

Of course there will be borderline cases. In these cases it will be
a very difficult judgment to make whether to investigate some moral
concern. Taking morality seriously would require that we think very
hard about whether we are morally obligated to investigate moral con-
cerns in such cases. Making our best judgment about whether we
should investigate a moral concern is itself a moral concern.

Argument 2: Standards
Here I will argue that standards of rationality, morality, aesthetics or
anything else must ultimately depend on absurd choices. Whatever
standards we appeal to, we must base them on more fundamental
standards or accept them unjustified. Choices of standards that are
based on nothing are absurd. Therefore, all of our standards depend,
ultimately, on absurd choices. I will illustrate this with rationality. We
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in the West accept certain standards as rational. For example, we
would consider anyone who believed an explicit logical contradiction
to be irrational. At some point, however, we run out of justifications
for such standards. Suppose Camilla says to me, Convince me to be
rational. If I offer a rational argument for being rational, Camilla
might say, I would believe that if I were rational, but you have to con-
vince me first to be rational before I will believe you. Suppose I say,
Be rational or I will hit you. Camilla might respond, I really don’t
want to get hit, and, if I were rational, I would do as you say to avoid
a beating, but I am not yet rational. We cannot have reasons for
becoming rational, we just choose to be rational.
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This you call great thought? Sources of the obvious

P hilosophical insights of yesteryear are the commonplaces of
today. Over the centuries, the novelty of thinking in a way that

was once a great discovery wears off. What we now take for granted
was once controversial. Take, for example, the idea that it is inconsis-
tent with the dignity and worth of persons that any person be made
a slave. While this idea is of ancient origin, the concept of the person
did not, in ancient times, include all human beings. Aristotle, for
example, thought some human beings were slaves by nature.1 The suc-
cess of contrary opinions is relatively recent and sometimes seems to
have a tenuous grip on the minds of our contemporaries. Although it
is widely regarded as common sense now, prior to the Civil War in
America, there were frequent public denunciations of the more inclu-
sive notion of persons. Many of us believe, that the claim that no
human being ought to be made a slave is self-evidently true, but it is
an impression that has been established recently with much blood-
shed. Many of the philosophical contributions we look at in the fol-
lowing quick tour of history will have this feature of being yesterday’s
controversy and today’s common sense.



Recycling
Another thing that is strange about philosophical investigation as
opposed to most other fields is the reissuing of former systems.
Kathleen Wilkes at Oxford, for example, is a defender of Aristotle’s
views about human beings, although she does not defend slavery.2 Old
ideas in a new historical context become new ideas. It is not that there
is no progress, but that the progress in philosophy is not linear. In the
enormous spaghetti of ideas presented through philosophy, one may
follow a single noodle—such as the concepts of a person—through
many twists and turns. The structure of the whole may appear elusive
in such an investigation. Nonetheless, there is an overall structure and
development to the discipline that makes the dish palatable to those
with a taste for strong spice. As in cuisine, there are many kinds and
measures of progress in philosophy. Ideas are sometimes lost and
recovered or recreated. The old and the new mingle in surprising ways.
Some thoughts of the great philosophers of the past may seem odd
to us now or too obvious, but what we now think often depends on
their work—sometimes in subtle ways.

The ancients

To spark ideas about persons, I will give an impressionistic tour
through the history of Western philosophy from the ancient Greeks
to the present on the topic of persons. I accept in advance the penalty
for offering opinions on the thought of the great philosophers—
some aficionados of each philosopher will say I have got that philoso-
pher wrong. The issue is even more complicated than interpretation
usually is since the word from which our word “person” is derived, the
Greek prosopon is not used in any of our senses of “person” until the
Stoics.3 The things I say about Plato’s and Aristotle’s views on per-
sons will consequently be deemed by some to be anachronistic. I
maintain that they were talking about persons in some of our senses
of “persons” whatever words they used. However I may be pilloried or
praised by those who differ with my views on the history of language
and ideas, I will be satisfied if this survey proves to be a useful heuris-
tic in our coming to understand the many concepts of a person now
current.
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Prior to the invention of persons
Trendelenberg begins a scholarly treatise on the history of the word
“person” by speaking of a Kantian sense of “person,” in which persons
are rational decision makers who are ends unto themselves. That is,
they may not rightly be used as a mere means to achieve some pur-
pose. Then he tells us:

We would be at a loss to translate this concept back into
Greek, the noble mother of our scientific ethical terms.
Plato and Aristotle have no adequate expression for it.
They talked about the man, not the person, when they
wished to designate what was peculiar to man. A concept
like that of Kant cannot develop where there are slaves,
at any rate not out of the general moral consciousness.
It denotes progress in scientific concepts when a later
period is able to define such a concept as person.4

Slaves are used as tools or as beasts of burden. This is an unthinkable
thing to do to a person or, as we would say today, it is contrary to
human rights or the rights of man. The Greeks of that day had no word
for person in the very narrow sense of which Trendelenberg speaks,
but there are concepts of a person that we now use which are of course
translatable. In almost any English dictionary one can find, for
instance, “human being” as one of the synonyms of “person.” The
Sophists, moreover, challenged the institution of slavery and Aristo-
tle considered arguments that it was an unjust institution.5 Although
they didn’t have a word with the sense Trendelenberg is using, it
seems safe to say that they probably had some of the concepts of per-
son which we use today. The way to understand what Trendelenberg
is saying or ought to say, then, is that the concept of a person as an
end but never simply a means and, thereby, as fundamental to morals
was not among the concepts of a person that were popular enough to
generate jargon in ancient Greece.

To go this far with Trendelenberg does not mean, of course,
admitting that the problems we have noticed thus far in our investi-
gation have not come in for comment by the Hellenic philosophers of
antiquity. One might say, nonetheless, that there tends to be a light
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emphasis on the personal in the philosophy of that time. Those
philosophers saw puzzles about persons as merely a special case of
more general problems to do with the cosmos or at least the state.
Prior to the time when Socrates and the Sophists debated ethical mat-
ters at length, most of the philosophical inquiry had to do with the
nature of things, human beings among them. The Pythagoreans devel-
oped a concept of form or limit as a means of differentiating matter
into separate entities.6 Persons, like other things, were considered to
be matter together with form. This prefigures later concepts of the
person as body plus soul, which was originally body plus form.

Before we try to make sense of the notion of form—which was so
important in the development of Western civilization—we should,
while dallying with the pre-Socratics, consider some other concepts
and problems that have influenced the evolution of the concepts of a
person.

Heraclitus: Identity through change—the same river
Heraclitus is often quoted as having said that you cannot step twice
into the same river, drawing our attention to the problem of identity
through change.7 Heraclitus was interested in the general concept of
the identity of a process. Just as a single river is a constantly evolving
process, all things are in a similar state of change. A river constantly
changes its waters, its banks, and its bed. What makes the river the
same one through all the changes? Heraclitus did, after all, admit that
there was a sense in which the river is the same even though it is con-
tinually renewed by a change of waters, for he also said: “In the same
rivers we step and we do not step. We are and are not.”8 One can make
many things of such a paradoxical fragment preserved by chance
through the centuries. I read it as saying that we should attend to dif-
ferent kinds of identity for both rivers and people. A person, a river,
or any process is made up of many temporal segments or stages. If
one seeks an unchanging person, one finds nothing: we are not. If one
looks at the whole process, one finds something to identify: we are.
There is one process, but each stage of it is different from every other
stage. Heraclitus also said: “The sun is new every day.”9

What stays the same through change, according to Heraclitus, is
that which underlies all existing things. He called this “Fire.” It is
anachronistic, but gives contemporary readers a fair idea of his
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thought, to say that he envisaged a kind of matter/energy out of
which all things are formed and which is conserved through change:
“all things are an exchange for Fire, and Fire for all things.”10

It would be, however, too great an anachronism to attribute to the
ancient Greeks a distinction between mind or soul and matter. Souls,
minds, and spirits were conceived as simply a more rarefied version of
the stuff of which all things are made.11 Heraclitus, like those who
followed in this period, did not think of a continually existing soul or
mind as preserving the unity of the person. Like any existing thing, a
person to Heraclitus was just a quantity of Fire, an individual blaze
within the great conflagration of the universe which burned for a time
and then went out. There are those today who think of persons as a
particular system of matter/energy that develops through a part of the
space-time continuum before entropy sets in. This kind of physical-
ist account—although it can provide much more detail than the the-
ory Heraclitus put forth in 504-501 BC—can claim that ancient
speculation as its granddad.12

Although both Heraclitus’ speculation and current physicalist
theories are suggestive of a way of understanding persistence through
change, neither tells us what we mean by a person. We need to know
how to distinguish persons as blazes from the whole big Fire and per-
sons from such other little blazes as trees, cows, and computers. Since
those who subscribe to physicalist accounts do not permit themselves
the explanatory uses of soul, mind, or spirit, they will have to say how
to get along without them. In the end, they may wish to delete such
categories as that of persons but, if so, they would have a lot of
explaining to do which talk of little blazes or localized systems of
matter/energy does not accomplish.

Although back in those days the non-materialist options did not
appear in the explanation of what we are, there was a move in that
direction sparked by a concern with what we should do. Socrates and
the Sophists gave rise to Plato.

Man as the measure: Protagoras versus Socrates
Socrates is the model of the philosopher for most people who have
any conception of what a philosopher is. Once one gets into a phi-
losophy department at a college or university, one finds that, while
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Socrates is admired, he is hardly the current model. It is hard to fol-
low someone who thought we ought not to write books. The Socratic
method of leading questions works as a teaching tool and a heuristic,
but that is not where most of us want to stop. Unlike Socrates, we
cannot influence our society by going down to the marketplace to dis-
cuss the true and the good with our fellow citizens. Just try getting a
philosophical discussion going in your local supermarket or at the
stock exchange. I suppose that shopping malls have some possibilities,
but be careful.13 Socrates was put to death for practicing philosophy
in public. As for me, I will write books and discuss philosophy in col-
leges and universities for now. Space in the mall is too expensive.

Socrates spent a lot of his time in ancient Athens in intellectual
combat with some intellectuals of the day called Sophists, men who
taught practical logic and rhetoric but who also purveyed a philoso-
phy of relativism and skepticism. Knowledge, truth, and value were
thought by these teachers to be either unattainable or fictions.
Socrates studied with some Sophists at the rather informal equivalent
of today’s university and then turned their skills to the pursuit of
absolute knowledge, value, and truth.

The foremost of the Sophists, Protagoras, said: “man is the meas-
ure of all things, of the things that are, that they are, and of the things
that are not, that they are not.”14 In other words, what is real is rela-
tive to the observer. On the one hand Protagoras is putting people at
the centre of the universe and making them the rulers of reality. On
the other hand, the universe shrinks to the size of the individual.

Maintaining a kind of dignity of persons in the face of this rela-
tivism, Socrates sought to find a route for them through this
observer-dependent reality to something more real beyond the reality
we make up. Even at this early stage in philosophical discussion, how-
ever, there appears the tension between relativist views, which tend to
devalue persons, and absolutist views, which exalt them. Naturally the
absolutist views tended to be more popular from that day to the near
past. Ultimately, they were a bit hard to believe in the face of the evi-
dence of contemporary anthropology to the effect that what is taken
as absolute varies from culture to culture. In our own age, relativism
has been a driving force and, in academic circles, the winner—though
not the clear winner—of this ancient debate. To see how absolutism
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won back then and for most of the intervening history of Western
culture, we should start with Plato’s views about what we are.

Plato: Participating in the form of person
Plato’s solution to Heraclitus’ problem of unity in diversity and
Plato’s response to Protagoras’ relativism come by way of a develop-
ment of the Pythagorean concept of Form. By the time Plato wrote
the Republic15 he had fully developed a unified theory of reality, knowl-
edge, and value—the theory of the Forms. Like all the theories we will
look at in this quick trip through philosophical history, we will see
the theory mainly in its application to understanding what we are,
though that was not its primary focus. According to this theory, per-
sons—like all things in the flux of the quotidian—had a degree of
reality, knowability, and value according to the degree to which they
participated in certain Forms that were beyond, in a realm of absolute
and unchanging reality, knowability, and value. 

A red ball was red and round, according to Plato, because it par-
ticipated in the Forms of redness and roundness. The more it partic-
ipated, the redder and rounder it got. One can get a very rough grasp
of what this participation is by thinking of copying of or imitating a
pattern. I imitate a role model, perhaps, and so become a pale imita-
tion of that model. If that model were perfect, even a pale imitation
might not be so bad at all.

Persons participated in Forms. A good person was one who par-
ticipated in the Form of goodness. In fact, anything that existed did
so by participating in the Form of goodness; so everything was to
some degree good. Our current saying that there is a little goodness
in everyone was thought by Plato to be necessarily true. Being evil was
being spiritually deformed, but a total loss of Form was a loss of exis-
tence. A person could not be totally bad any more than a statue could
be totally shapeless or a musical composition totally unstructured. It
is tempting to think of the Forms as abstract universals, like some
contemporary conceptions of redness, roundness, goodness, and the
like, but it is not clear that the distinction of the abstract from the
concrete was the same in Plato’s mind as it commonly is in ours today.
Like the distinction of the material from the non-material world, this
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is probably a distinction that evolved from later reflection on Plato’s
theories. In any case, the Forms were postulated to provide an expla-
nation of why things are the way they are. A person endured through
change, moreover, because an unchanging and eternal part of the per-
son maintained some Form. This self or soul had been, prior to being
born in chains of mortality, directly acquainted with that other world,
the realm of Forms. In this way, Plato answered both Heraclitus’
question about change and Protagoras’ question about value.

The good qualities that a person had were a reflection of these
eternal Forms in that person’s soul. Bad qualities were to be thought
of as mere deprivations of such a reflection. Forms were wholly posi-
tive in value. The well-ordered soul, the soul of the just person, was
a soul in which the three main parts—Reason, Spirit, and Appetite—
were in their appropriate roles. The just person was one in whom Rea-
son ruled both Spirit and Appetite. Spirit was that part of the person
from which courage and anger, for instance, sprang. Appetite can be
thought of as a collection of such drives as those to seek shelter, com-
fort, food, and the bodily pleasures, especially sexual satisfaction.
Reason was to direct us as to the priority of Spirit and Appetite.
Courage might lead us, for instance, to try to cross a desert, while
Appetite would try to keep us nearer comfort and sustenance. Reason
would rule in favour of Appetite if there was good evidence that cross-
ing the desert would be fatal and to no great purpose. Appetite, on
the other hand, might keep us away from battle when Courage would
draw us in. Reason would give courage the nod if doing battle was
necessary to preserve the city-state which made one’s life worthwhile.
The ideal person, then, to put it in somewhat modern terms, would
not be immune to the tug of emotions and drives, but would think
through the best course of action rather than simply submitting to
emotions or drives. The ability to see what is best, moreover, corre-
sponds to the ability to see the Forms.

I have not gone into Plato’s reasons for believing in the Forms or
the tripartite soul composed of Reason, Spirit, and Appetite. Ulti-
mately his reason for adopting both is that they give us a coherent
picture of the world and our place in it. I will not argue further for
the theory of Forms here but I would like to put forward one of
Plato’s arguments for the tripartite soul. This soul or self which
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directs the body is rather unlike the Christian idea of soul or the
Cartesian notion of the self, to which we come later. These later kinds
of soul or self are simple things, not divided into parts. Plato, how-
ever, sees a need for complexity in persons simply because persons are
themselves often divided concerning what to do. If I am extremely
thirsty, but I have reason to think that the water hole I have crawled
up to is poisoned, I am drawn to drink and repulsed from drinking at
the same time. Plato reasons that one, simple, indivisible thing could
not be in two opposite states at the same time. There must, therefore,
be at least two things within me, one attracted to the water and one
repulsed from it. The self must be complex, not simple.

This idea that there are different decision-making faculties within
us is not hard to accept today because of the blanketing influence of
Freud. It has not always been so. A divisible self or soul may still
sound strange to some contemporary ears. On the other hand, we still
have such expressions as “sounds strange to my ears,” which hark back
to the era of Plato and earlier. The heroes of Homer’s Iliad speak as
if their hands, feet, hearts, minds, and various other bits are all deci-
sion makers. A person was thought of as a complex collection of
things, a committee of decision makers.16 The triadic structure which
Plato gives to this collection is reflected in Freud’s division of our
selves into the Ego, the Super Ego, and the Id.17 Readers who think
of their inner self as one, single, continuing, indivisible thing must
come up with some other explanation of the phenomenon of the
divided self at the poisoned water hole. Plato’s explanation, which was
a natural in the ancient world, will not suit you at all. The many
thinkers who have argued for the simplicity of the soul will appeal to
you more. As usual, I wish to consider that there may be two differ-
ent concepts of a person here rather than a disagreement about the
characteristics of a single thing. Alternatively, we may be looking at
different parts of a person under the single title of “soul” or of “self.”
Perhaps we have an indivisible self as well as a committee of decision
makers within.

The conception which we often meet today of a person as an
essentially social being is very much a part of Plato’s theory. It is an
anti-individualist stance that Plato takes, since he believes that the
Form of goodness is a clear and perfect guide that should be followed
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despite individual ideas about what is good. The perfect state is one
that has the same Form as the perfect person. Reason rules. This
means that a class of those who are themselves ruled by Reason in
their own souls, whom Plato referred to as Guardians, should have
complete autocratic control of the society. Below them, Plato called a
military and policing group Assistants, whom Spirit ruled. The base
of society he viewed as formed by Craftsmen, those who produced
goods and services and had personal souls driven mainly by Appetite.
Plato would think our own societies in Western democracies where
Craftsmen are allowed to rule as wicked because they are ill formed.
Similarly, he considered military dictatorships to be evil in so far as
the dictator or oligarchy is from the class of Assistants. To be a truly
capable ruler is to be a truly capable person, physically, morally, and
intellectually at the height of human ability. A state that participates
in the Form of goodness is one whose rulers do as well. The ideas of
the individual and individual freedoms must be severely limited,
according to Plato, in order to enforce the participation of the state
in goodness.

At the beginning of this all too brief exploration of Plato’s theory
I intimated that persons were not the main focus of that theory. The
reason is that, with respect to valuing persons as individuals, Plato
stands midway between Christ and the Buddha. Buddha teaches that
the ultimate attainment for an individual person is the annihilation of
individuality, absorption into the cosmos, getting off the wheel of
becoming. Christ, on the other hand, teaches that individuals will be
rewarded for their merit by eternal life. The individual is not merely
absorbed but survives to enjoy the fruits of moral rectitude in this vale
of tears. Following Aristotle, who comes up next in this historical
jaunt, Christians before Protestantism believed the soul to be the form
of the body, so that even the body had to survive by resurrection. Plato,
however, offered us a very limited form of survival, in which, of a being
governed by Reason, Spirit, and Appetite, it is clear that Appetite and
perhaps Spirit are left behind with the body. Only the intellectual com-
ponent—perhaps conceived of as some rarefied, airy matter—is
released at death. The distinction between the full-bodied survival that
Christ offered and the absorption that Buddha welcomed is blurred. It
is unlikely that the survival of our immortal souls, as understood by
Plato, would appeal to any of our contemporaries who are concerned
with survival of bodily death.
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Such a brief presentation of bits of Plato without much defence
must make Plato sound rather quaint. If we think about the way we
talk and think about things today, though, we may find that Plato’s
influence is everywhere in our own worldview. We speak of Platonic
relationships, meaning a relationship that is the result of Spirit gov-
erned by Reason and not driven by sexual desire from that part of
ourselves called Appetite. And one who knows something is informed.
The intervening centuries have not prevented us from thinking often
in terms of something like Forms. The enormous appeal of a world of
Forms where things are as they ought to be—a world of which our
own is a pale imitation, a world that can be attained by a struggle of
the soul to perfect itself in morals and intellect—is an appeal that
will not let Plato’s Forms go the way of phlogiston and other quaint
conceptual antiques. There are serious criticisms of the theory, some
brought by Plato himself,18 so we must proceed cautiously with any-
thing we gain from it.

What about Daphne?
What does the theory of Forms do to help us with our topic? Con-
sider Daphne, whom I spoke of in the introduction. She has lost most
of the physical and mental abilities by which I knew her, but her body
remains, to outward appearance, much as it was. Daphne can be seen
from Plato’s vantage point as someone who has changed Form. She no
longer participates in the Forms to the degree she once did. This
deformation of the self is an evil, a privation of the Form of the
Good, which eradicates the natural gifts that Daphne had, thereby
placing her in a different position in society. Once she had a soul in
which Reason was foremost, governing Spirit and Appetite. Plato
would have considered Daphne an example of the sort of person fit to
be among the rulers of the state, someone who could see the Forms.

But how are we to think of Daphne’s survival, and how should we
act toward her? In Plato’s time, Daphne could not have stayed alive as
she does now with heroic medical care. Probably Plato would have
considered Daphne a deformed instance of the same person as the
former Daphne, but whoever survives in a deformed state survives
only to a degree. Then how are we to act toward such people? Justice,
for Plato, is achieved by giving each person in society the role to
which that person is suited by natural gifts, and there is no longer any
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role for Daphne in Plato’s scheme of things. There is no further guid-
ance to be had from Plato in such cases, but it would be anachronis-
tic to expect it. All Plato can do is to underline the extremity of the
tragedy of such a complete deformation of a soul so finely wrought.

For others, however, who are not in Daphne’s state, Plato’s con-
ception of the person as an inner self composed of Reason, Spirit, and
Appetite may have some appeal. To order one’s soul well with Reason
ruling, Spirit second, and Appetite firmly under their control is a task
well worth undertaking whether one understands it literally or figu-
ratively. Rather than giving us a view about what persons, in general,
are, Plato has given us an ideal. He tells us what, given certain natu-
ral gifts, we should be.

What I like about Plato
Plato tells us something of the inner complexity of people: the way
we fight with ourselves is picturesquely captured in the doctrine of
the tripartite soul. He also holds up an ideal of personal development
toward greater goodness, greater participation in the Form of the
Good. It seems like a good idea to subjugate one’s spirit and appetite
to one’s reason. Whether or not we swallow the theory of Forms holus
bolus, we can still adopt the concept of an ideal toward which human
beings must strive to become the best persons whom their natural
gifts allow. He reminds us as well that people achieve their develop-
ment in the context of a society, not as totally independent agents.
Some of these themes are carried on in the work of Plato’s most
famous student, Aristotle.

Aristotle: Down-to-earth souls
Aristotle gives us a lot to think about with respect to persons just as
his teacher did. There are many differences in their views, but perhaps
the main one is that Aristotle concentrates on the here and now, on
what we would think of as the real world. Plato thought our world was
an illusion, low in value, knowability, and reality, the muck of change
and hence of corruption. Aristotle, by contrast, shows no desire to
escape from this world to a world of Forms; instead, he brings the
Forms back to this world and reduces their godlike stature. For him,
form, or structure, loses its capital F.
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Even less than for Plato is there any ground for making a dis-
tinction of material from non-material things in Aristotle’s world-
view. Form and matter are not really separable. We have already seen
that, in Aristotle’s down to-earth approach, the soul is the form of the
body. You cannot have one without the other. This seems to simplify
the problem of re-identifying people over time. To see if the same per-
son is there, one might think one merely has to see if the same body
is there, for the person is an embodied soul in the sense of material-
ized form or formed matter.

There are some difficult cases of identification of bodies of liv-
ing organisms just as there are difficult cases for any thing. The dif-
ference between a wax statue and a puddle of melted wax is clear
enough, but there are some stages in the melting process where it is
hard to say if the statue is gone yet or not. A statue’s form is just its
shape. With more complex forms, such as the soul of a person, iden-
tification becomes even more difficult. As if that were not enough,
persons’ souls are special, because they include the capacity for rea-
son. This means that, after all, even when we can apparently identify
a body as the same, if the abilities have changed enough, the person is
gone. Aristotle would not count a body as the same body if the per-
son could no longer reason. The person, the embodied soul, is a sub-
stance in which properties such as being able to reason inhere. If the
soul itself is changed, then something necessary to the existence of
the person, the essence, is changed rather than just an accidental
property such as having black hair. For Aristotle, one still exists when
one’s hair turns grey but not when one becomes totally senile. To see,
given Aristotle’s views, how we might test for sameness of a person,
let us look a bit more closely at the Aristotelian notion of a soul.19

Psuche was Aristotle’s term for soul, self, or organizing principle of
a living organism. It was not what the soul became in later Christian
thought but, rather, a group of capacities. The psuchai, or souls of liv-
ing things, constituted an ordered hierarchy from the psuchai of the
simplest vegetables through those of the various animals up to the
psuchai of persons at the top.20 Just as the capacity for locomotion dis-
tinguishes animals from plants, the capacity for rational thought dis-
tinguishes human beings from lower animals. This capacity is a part
of a person’s psuche but so is the capacity to eat.21 In fact, the psuche
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has an indefinite number of parts.22 This is much more complex and
interesting than the tripartite soul Plato proposed. To understand a
person, in Aristotle’s way of looking at things, you need to under-
stand her biology as well as her psychology. That is not all.

As with Plato, the social and political aspects of a person’s life are
crucial. Aristotle looks at the whole universe the way we would look
at a person. If we want to know why a person does something, we ask
about that person’s intentions. If one wants to know why an acorn is
made the way it is, from an Aristotelian view, one looks for an expla-
nation in terms of what it intends to become or what its purpose is.
One looks at adult specimens of any organism to see what the end or
purpose of their earlier developmental stages were. Since the end of
human social development is a state, people are political animals.23

Somewhat as acorns were meant to produce oaks, people were meant
to produce societies. A hermit, I suppose, is malformed, missing
something in the psuche.

Just as Aristotle saw the soul as a more complex entity than it was
in Plato’s theory, so the state is not just divided into three classes of
person. Our varied psuchai allow for many types of persons. He holds,
nonetheless, to Plato’s idea that a good state is one made up of good
people. The rules for being good, hence the rules for politics, are not
so limited for Aristotle. Nonetheless, within a community it was
important for everyone to abide by the same laws to prevent discord.
An olive tree by nature bears fruit, but the tree may not bear fruit if
conditions are poor. People are by nature sociable and people may be
unsociable unless the state is carefully regulated. With people, as with
everything in nature, the antecedent purpose determines the eventual
outcome, given the right conditions.24 As Voltaire said much later in Can-
dide: “We must cultivate our garden.”

Because all of Aristotle’s explanations are couched ultimately in
terms of the purpose things have by nature (their telos or end), he is
concerned with the way things turn out in the end. A fetus or a child
is not yet a full person but merely a potential person. The fully and
normally developed adult is the model we must look at to understand
his conception of a person as an embodied soul. This is often what
we do in contemporary debates when we think about what persons are.
But we may forget this normal adult model when we try to apply our
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results to children or adults who have lost certain essential capacities.
For some of our purposes, children are full persons, not just poten-
tial persons, but saying this requires a different concept of a person
to the one Aristotle is employing; such a different concept entails a
very different sort of moral view to Aristotle’s. To get an appreciation
for Aristotle’s view we must look at his notion of a person’s soul.

The core idea in the notion of the psuche or soul is that of ability.
Once one loses the essential abilities, which one must have to be a cer-
tain kind of substance, then one no longer is in the same class of sub-
stances. Take a simple case first. Suppose I use an oblong piece of
sandstone as my door step in front of my house. It weathers and
crumbles. It is now not a deformed door step, it is not a door step at
all. It is just a heap of rubble. Similarly, Aristotle, seeing that a human
being has lost the capacity to reason—which he takes as the crucial
capacity for separating persons from animals with lower orders of
psuchai—would not count this human being as the same person nor as
a person at all.

Aristotle had, because of his emphasis on ability, what would seem
to us today to be a rather harsh moral and political outlook. He was
happy with viewing some human beings as slaves by nature and with
keeping women totally out of politics. He failed to take up Plato’s
view—unbelievably radical for its time—that women could be in any
position for which they had the ability, even Guardianship of the
Republic.25 While Aristotle has much to say to us that may be useful,
we probably will not be able to make do with his concept of a person
on its own.

What about Daphne?
Given the theory I have adumbrated here, Aristotle would have
thought that Daphne had gone out of existence. Something of the
matter that made up Daphne remains but with a different form. The
woman we now call “Daphne” is not a person in the sense that Daphne
of old was, for rationality, the foremost part of her psuche, is gone.

What I like about Aristotle
What is particularly useful in Aristotle’s conception is the great com-
plexity which he sees in the soul or self, its inseparability from the
body, and the integration of people into a taxonomy of living things.

79

Persons in

Ancient

Greece 

and Rome



People are part of nature. The concept of a soul as something to be
found, only in the world, and not as something that is out of this
world, is a concept which merits further investigation. The psuche,
soul, or self can only be had by “a natural body of a particular kind,
viz. one having in itself the power of setting itself in movement and
arresting itself.”26 The difference between animals and people on this
account is not in having a soul but in its degree of complexity. We are
all part of one fabric.

It may well be objected, for reasons alluded to earlier, that the use
of the words “soul” or “person” in our discussion of Aristotle is
anachronistic. Certainly, whatever he was talking about, he was not
talking exactly about what most speakers of English have in mind 
when they use these terms. There is reason to think, however, that his
remarks are pertinent to our present concerns about our souls, selves,
or persons. For now, we will see what the ancients following Aristotle
had to say.

Rome and the invention of persons
In an exceptionally Teutonic offering in the Monist in 1910, “A Con-
tribution to the History of the Word Person: A Posthumous Treatise
by Adolf Trendelenberg,” one finds some clues as to current diction-
ary definitions and philosophical predilections. A person may be
thought of as a role or a part played, and this is associated with the
possible origins of the word “person” in the Latin persona, meaning
“an actor’s mask.”27 What is behind the mask? Perhaps the human
being puts on this role and, since one may have different roles from
time to time, there may be different people associated with a single
human being. Playing one’s role well and consistently was the ethical
desideratum of the Stoics, so even this minimal sense of “person” has
a moral use. This use of the term flows into that in Roman law where
the legal drama had its dramatis personae, and persona indicates those who
bear characteristic legal relations, such as the plaintiff and defen-
dant.28 It is also related to such uses as first person in grammar.29

Trendelenberg believes that the grammatical and legal uses “helped
each other along in the course of the generalization in which finally
persona and homo became synonymous.”30 In early Roman law, all
human beings, even slaves, were distinguished from mere things and
included among persons.31 The ideas that persons are necessarily
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human and that they have moral and legal importance are part of the
early evolution of the concept of a person. Philosophers who call this
carbon-chemistry chauvinism and see no moral import in the concept
of a person fly in the face of Western European common sense. That
is the philosopher’s job, to some extent, but gadflies can sting them-
selves.

In Justinian’s time, relatively late in the history of ancient Rome,
slaves began to be conceived as mere things, not persons, because the
concept of freedom became closely linked with that of a person. Free-
dom, in this body of law, was the “natural power to do what you
please unless you are prevented by force or law.”32 This, too, it seems
to me, is clearly related to the dignity of persons which sometimes
gets glossed over, passed off, ignored, or denied in the contemporary
debate on personal identity. We do not want to mess up our meta-
physics with such messy, fuzzy stuff as freedom.

To be careful, however, we should note that the law concerns itself
with granting political freedom from such things as slavery to those
who already have the title persona. I think, nonetheless, that it makes
no sense to concern oneself with political freedom for those who do
not already have metaphysical freedom. We must have the free will
needed to exercise our political freedom or we are all enslaved to
forces visible or invisible. The debate between the proponents of free
will and determinists who think we have none is only prefigured
roughly by these developments in Roman law.

One must not, in any case, get too carried away with the advent
of the word persona. I have been speaking of the views of philosophers
in classical antiquity on persons. Even following the introduction of
persona, however, they did not have a word with all the connotations of
“person” that we find in contemporary European languages. The
words and phrases the Greeks were using could be translated by
“human being” or, in political contexts, possibly even “free, adult,
male human being.” Slaves and women were only considered persons
by the enlightened few. The heritage of our word “person” does, how-
ever, reach back to classical antiquity where it even has some moral
force. Much of its current moral force, however, dates back only to
Kant in the eighteenth century.

The equivalent of the word persona in Latin is the Greek prosopon.
These words both refer to the mask that actors wore on stage. The
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mask became associated with the role the actor played. We still use
person in the sense of “role” sometimes in English. This sense of the
role or character played is a very important one, morally, for the
ancient philosophers in Greece and Rome known as Stoics.33

Stoicism
The Stoics thought that what we ought to do is to play the person or
role we have been given by providence. This role is totally beyond our
control to choose. In the grand theatre of the universe, we should
accept our parts and play them well. That is the only scope for human
choice and self-betterment. One can choose to rankle at the person
one must play or one can accept this role and play it well. In a world
where everything is determined by providence, it is odd that we
nonetheless have, on this deterministic Stoic view, the freedom to
choose to accept or rail against our roles.34 We are, in any case, deter-
mined to play those roles however we choose to feel about them.

This Stoic philosophy was already established in the third century
BC and still going strong when Epictetus wrote in the first century AD:

Remember that you are an actor in a play, the charac-
ter of which is determined by the Playwright: if he
wishes the play to be short, it is short; if long, it is
long; if he wishes you to play the part of a beggar,
remember to act even this role adroitly; and so if your
role be that of a cripple, an official, or a layman. For
this is your business, to play admirably the role
assigned you; but the selection of that role is Anoth-
ers.35

This limited view of what a person is stifles the striving to change
one’s conditions. It is, consequently, a means of maintaining the sta-
tus quo. People bear pain and injustice stoically because it is their lot
in life to act as good sufferers. In this case, however, the interest of
the individual is not, as with Plato and Aristotle, subjugated to the
interests of the state. The focus, at least, has shifted to concern about
individual lives. The Stoics, however, assume that individual lives are
best served by the recognition that we are only acting out roles given
to us by providence. This is the way to happiness. If one is a miser-
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ably treated slave, one becomes happy with being just that. Like the
Epicureans before them, the Stoics thought not of satisfying desires
for power or pleasure but of overcoming desires. In this subjugation
of desire there is a superficial resemblance to Buddhism but, unlike
the Oriental views in which the individual is ideally absorbed into
something larger, the Stoic philosophy puts the individual in the
spotlight.

While the Stoics gave us a rather limited concept of a person—
the person as a role—they did develop the concept of a person beyond
mere species membership. The satisfaction, moreover, in the quiet life
of acceptance which they promoted was personal satisfaction, not sat-
isfaction in serving the state. Personal freedom, though limited by
Stoicism to the choice between acting one’s role or railing against it,
was also tied at this early stage of its development to the concept of
a person.

What about Daphne?
The Stoic’s idea that it is part of the nature of persons that persons
have the ability to choose and are responsible for the way they feel
about their lot in life is one which, however limited the freedom, rules
out a severely mentally handicapped human being as a person. Daphne
cannot choose to accept or reject her role, as far as we can tell. When
she was last able to choose, she utterly rejected her approaching role
as a demented cripple and chose death, demanding euthanasia. The
Stoic development of the concept of a person does not help us with
the questions raised earlier about respecting the choices of a person
when those choices were made prior to radical changes. Some may
find comfort in Stoicism as a means of bearing their own suffering,
but it gives us too limited a concept of a person to rule on our con-
flicting intuitions where Daphne is concerned. We can only say that
Daphne is not a person in the sense of the term introduced by the
Stoics who invented, if not the concept, the word.

Plotinus and later Roman developments

While its limitations for our present purposes are evident, Stoic for-
bearance was much admired in ages which followed the classical
period of Greece and Rome. The idea that we should obediently play
whatever role we discover is our lot in life was to be modified,
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however, to permit a kind of striving for self-improvement within the
role. The religious thinking that dominated the Middle Ages was
responsible for the movement away from the limited concept of a per-
son which the Stoics had bequeathed. The Christian concepts of per-
sons, moreover, were presaged in Roman times by Plotinus’ revision
of Plato.36

Consider first the development of the concept of a person in the
law. The courtroom was seen, by the Romans, as a kind of drama and
the roles in this play, for instance of the plaintiff and the defendant,
were naturally called persona, persons. As only human beings can have
legal rights and stand in juridical relation to one another, this legal
usage moved the term in the direction of being synonymous with
“human being.”37 Assuming that the use of language has a lot, though
not everything, to do with concept formation, the concept of a per-
son which is our heritage from the Stoics—person as character or
role—was being enriched to include our juridical relations and our
humanity. At the same time, spiritual dimensions were being thrown
into the mix.

The spiritual input came from a dramatic revision of Plato by the
Roman philosopher Plotinus. Plotinus revived the notion of an
immortal soul as the crucial part of the person but he moved this con-
cept more in the direction of the non-material. Throughout ancient
Greek philosophy, spirit was thought of in terms of some material but
rarefied thing, like breath. The immortal soul that Plotinus sees as the
true reality, as opposed to our bodily, earthly, existence, resembles
fairly closely the Christian notion of a soul which is of a different
order entirely from the body. The soul is responsible for its actions,
although Plotinus, like the Stoics, paradoxically maintained as well
that all events are determined. This soul then seeks to perfect itself
morally and intellectually, thereby achieving a mystical union with
God.38

This sort of view is radically different from that of the Stoics in
that it gives the person the chance for self-improvement. Unfortu-
nately, it reverts to the otherworldly conception of reality. The
healthy here-and-now emphasis of Aristotle and his successors is lost.
This has the decidedly unfortunate effect of making the world and
persons’ bodies merely disposable packaging. As the events of the
Middle Ages show, such a view of the person can lead to incredible
atrocities. It is not an evil to torture heretics into recanting their
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heresy then to kill them quickly once they have confessed, as their
souls can then go to heaven in a state of grace. If the here and now is
of no value, human suffering in this temporal world can always be jus-
tified by an appeal to the eternal bliss to come.

Respect for persons becomes respect for their immortal souls,
and the devil take their poor, suffering bodies. Although it is mis-
leading in many respects, and well out of fashion with historians,
there are reasons for the epithet the “dark ages.” Respect for the
whole person is kept in abeyance while concepts of the non-material
side are developed. While people are expected to accept their suffer-
ing stoically and play the roles they have been given, they are expected
to perfect themselves spiritually. The intellectual perfection that
Plotinus strove for is sometimes dropped from the picture as a hin-
drance to faith. The mortification of the intellect and the flesh in
favour of the spirit is a new twist. Another concept of a person
emerged in the Middle Ages. We see how this comes about through a
look at some major figures in the philosophy of those wonderful and
terrible times.

What about Daphne?
To think of Daphne not as the body so lacking in normal abilities but
as an immaterial soul is to think of her as surviving still. Plotinus’
move away from the Greek notion of a breath-like, physical thing as
the soul makes the soul mainly a mystery. It is hard to see, however,
how Daphne could develop spiritually or intellectually even if we can
make sense of a soul of the sort Plotinus describes. Such a soul can-
not act or think through a body like Daphne’s, for that body is
entirely passive. As Daphne herself wondered when she felt her mind
ebbing along with her body, what could we possibly mean by a disem-
bodied mind or soul?

The Roman idea of persons under law has been developed in such
a way that we now treat Daphne as a person for juridical purposes,
though as one who must be in the guardianship of others. This
reflects a concern for persons in some sense broader than that which
we have seen developing in ancient Rome. Certainly it goes beyond
the picture of persons as beings struggling for their betterment
through spiritual development. Perhaps the subjugation of the intel-
lect to faith has had a beneficial side effect in making us realize the
worth of features of persons that are outside of the realm of reason.
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Intellectual ability had been the primary distinguishing feature of per-
sons according to Aristotle. The Stoics, Roman law, and Plotinus
helped to broaden the concept so that a person could have legal or
spiritual worth of importance equal to or greater than intellectual
ability. The battle to distinguish persons from the cosmos or the
state—a battle against absorption in larger units—was also vigor-
ously engaged in Roman times. We see this struggle continue in the
Middle Ages.

Content questions

1. Use the example of slavery to show how the commonplaces of
today were great insights of days gone by.

2. What is the Kantian use of “person” to which Trendelenberg
refers?

3. Why does Heraclitus say that you cannot step twice into the same
river?

4. What does Protagoras mean by saying that man is the measure of
all things?

5. Why can a person not be totally bad according to Plato?
6. Put Plato’s argument for the complexity of the soul in your own

words. Can you think of an objection?
7. Briefly say what the Form of the Good is and how Plato uses it.
8. Give some examples of the influences of Plato’s theory of the

Forms on contemporary language.
9. Why would Plato be opposed to contemporary advice to follow

our hearts?
10. Why does a soul without a body make no sense to Aristotle?
11. Briefly describe Aristotle’s hierarchy of souls.
12. Why would Aristotle think the capacity to reason must be re-

tained by any human being who remains a person?
13. What is the significance of the derivation of the word “person”

from the word meaning “an actor’s mask”?
14. Why is it strange according to the Stoics to say that you ought

to strive to better your place in society?
15. Why would Plotinus not think physical illness important to the

concept of a person?
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Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: Two kinds of identity
Here I will argue that Heraclitus uses two senses of “same,” and that
only one of these is relevant to personal identity. Heraclitus says that
you cannot step into the same river twice because new water is always
flowing.39 The sense of “same” or “identical” that is used here is
sometimes called “qualitative” because it depends on something x
having all the qualities or properties of some thing y. Once there is
any qualitative difference, we say x and y are not the same. The river
today is not the same as the river tomorrow because of slightly dif-
ferent qualities and volume of the water in it. Of course you are not
qualitatively identical to the person you were yesterday but that does
not make you a different person. Having exactly the same qualities or
properties that you had yesterday is not what we mean when we say
you are the same person. Numerically identical persons might not be
qualitatively identical. Of course Heraclitus admits that there is
another sense in which we are the same: “We are and are not.”40 We
are identical to our former selves but not qualitatively identical. This
sense of identity in which we are identical with our former selves is
sometimes called “numerical identity” as opposed to “qualitative
identity.” The fragments from Heraclitus do not tell us how we sur-
vive some changes through time or how we succumb to other changes
and cease to be, but his metaphor of a river is a useful one. A river
may change many qualities and still be called the same river. If the
change is great enough, however, we might not accept this. If, for
example, an earthquake radically changed the course and type of river,
then we might be reluctant to say that the river now is identical with
the river before the earthquake. Grisly Gulch Creek might replace the
Happy Valley River. The type of identity that allows us to say that the
Happy Valley River survived for a period of time and then was
replaced is the type of identity that we need when we are talking about
sameness of persons.

Argument 2: Qualitative but not numerical identity
First we consider an argument based on Max Black’s famous radi-

ally symmetric universe example (mentioned in chapter 1). This argu-
ment is intended to show that two qualitatively identical persons
could be numerically different. After this will come a counter-argu-
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ment. A radially symmetric universe is symmetric through a central
point. Each existent thing in the universe is duplicated on the other
side of the universe. Radians drawn from any point on an object
through the point meet a completely similar point on a duplicate
object. Every quality that one of the members of such a pair has is
matched by a quality—including relations to other objects—had by
its double. This is true unless we assume an absolute space-time grid
and treat spatio-temporal location as a quality. Let us take space as
relationally defined or deny that spatio-temporal location is among
the qualities of a thing. Now we have a possible universe in which any
person has an exact double. Anything one says or does, the other says
or does. Their brains are in the same state at any given time. Presum-
ably, therefore, they would have the same thoughts. It appears, then,
that we could have two individuals who are qualitatively identical but
numerically distinct persons.

Argument 3: Objections to argument 2
Here we give several reasons for thinking that argument 2 does not
establish its conclusion that it is possible to have numerically distinct
persons who are qualitatively identical. The main reason to doubt this
argument by example is that it is not clearly the right sort of exam-
ple. We could describe Black’s universe as one in which one person has
two bodies totally synchronized with one another. There is no reason
to think that the universe described has two qualitatively identical
persons in it. A further objection is that it is not clear that such a uni-
verse is physically possible. If it is not, then there is no possibility of
having persons with physical bodies in such a universe. This universe
may be a physically unrealizable mathematical model. The appearance
that it is physically possible rests on the background assumptions
about the physical laws in this universe being left unspecified. It is
not at all clear that, given new physical laws that make the model real-
izable, we would have anything that we would accept as persons in
that model. Given these objections, we should conclude that it is 
still debatable whether two distinct persons could be qualitatively
identical.
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The Mediaevals

CHAPTER 4

Notes to chapter 4 are on pp. 478-79.

89

The soul and the intellect

St. Augustine adopted a worldview similar to that of Plotinus,
making it the standard view of the Middle Ages. The world was

arranged in a hierarchical form with God at the top, somewhat like the
Form of goodness in Plato’s system. In this worldview, love of God
and faith are substituted for knowledge. God, of course, is mysteri-
ous and unknowable. Although Augustine strives to make Christian-
ity intellectually acceptable, reason is not given the first place among
human abilities. Nonetheless, persons gain a new importance with the
advent of Christianity since they are made in the image of God and
are closer to God than other things in creation except angels. Ploti-
nus had bequeathed a hierarchy with God at the top and unanimated
matter at the bottom.1 Augustine adds human dignity to the picture.
Each person is worthy of the love of others unless, by choice, that
person makes herself less than worthy by being insufficiently loving.

Love and dignity of persons
Augustine assures us that God cares about us as individuals. That love
is the source of our worth, and he assures us that we can strive as indi-



viduals to be worthy of love. Still, a person cannot achieve a state of
grace by effort alone, but only by God’s gift of grace. We can be
damned on our own steam but we need God’s help to be saved. This
gives some scope, at least, for freedom of the will as an important fea-
ture of persons.

The ability of persons to love is, however, the most notable fea-
ture that is given new importance in Augustine’s conception of a per-
son. We inevitably love, and we may love things, other people, and
ourselves. When we expect too much from the object of our love, our
love is disordered; hence we become restless and miserable. Of course,
Augustine claims that our ultimate spiritual need can be satisfied only
by love of God.2 Love of God, according to Augustine, makes us a
member of a society, the City of God, which is at war with the City
of the World. The latter is composed of those who love themselves
and the world.3 What or whom we love and how we love turn out to
be the most important features of persons. In spite of the heavy
apparent debt to the classical period, Augustine ushers in a new way
of thinking about persons and a new importance for them in the old
hierarchy. Persons still do not count because they are ends in them-
selves, but they have dignity and value since God has a purpose for
them and cares about them.

Unfortunately, the enlightenment of some of Augustine’s views
does not carry through in practice. He was writing as the Roman
Empire was in its death throes and with it goes much of the civiliza-
tion necessary to provide a context for the humane pursuit of Augus-
tinian ideas. Instead of the emphasis on individuals as exalted by
God’s love and worthy of love, one sees in this period the idea of the
hierarchy burned into human society. In imitation of the divine hier-
archy, there is a feudal social hierarchy in which the Monarch is at the
top, with the nobles arranged in a subordinate hierarchy of their own,
followed by the free men at the next level, and the poor suffering serfs
are at the bottom, near the position of inanimate matter. Rigidity of
the social structure prevents the pursuit of justice as Augustine con-
ceived of it, justice based on mutual love.4 The serfs were told by reli-
gious leaders to stay in their social place and wait for the reward in
the next life.

Augustine may have said that justice is the habit of the soul which
imparts to every man the dignity due him,5 but that habit would not
be in anything remotely approaching general circulation until the
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repressive economic and cultural forces of the Middle Ages relented.
Neither Christian doctrine nor the religious philosophers such as
Augustine or Plotinus gave credence to the politically expedient view
of persons as immortal souls in largely expendable packaging. The
mortification of the flesh is not required by those teachings but only
by repressive political forces.

In aid of inclusivity
The nod in the direction of gender equality which we saw in Plato’s
Republic6 is certainly nowhere to be seen in this period. In a strictly
hierarchical society in which persons get varying degrees of respect,
women are in a relatively poor position with respect to men. The
queen is less than the king. The noblewoman is less than the noble-
man. So it goes until one finds at the bottom of the hierarchy the
female child of a serf. On the plus side, some women in feudal soci-
ety, such as the queen and religious sisters were treated with great
respect for their persons.

Other groups who are slowly gaining the status of persons in our
society have, perhaps, benefited from the changes wrought by Augus-
tine. Those who are handicapped, mentally or physically, provide an
example. Although the Augustinian contribution to the concept of a
person is dependent on the acceptance of a particular brand of the-
ism, in which the worth of individuals is conferred by a loving God,
the influence of this view on secular opinion is considerable. One
does not have to be a religious thinker in our times to accept the gen-
eral principle that persons have worth and dignity independently of
their abilities and usefulness to society. In particular, intellectual abil-
ity is not the essence of persons. At least while our times remain less
harsh, in Europe and North America, than Augustine’s era, we find
room to value people who require the support of society but do not
have the wherewithal to continue to contribute to society. In extreme
cases, the very defencelessness of the person is taken as a ground for
special protection as a member of the class of persons rather than as
a ground for ejection from that class.

Another feature of Augustine’s work on our topic is the increase
in individualism. The Oriental ideal of absorption of the individual
into the state or the cosmos is fended off with the doctrine of indi-
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vidual excellence through the striving to be worthy of God’s love.
This emphasis on the person as opposed to a larger entity is contin-
ued by some of the subsequent major figures in philosophy during
the Middle Ages.

What about Daphne?
Augustine’s emphasis on love is interesting from two vantage points.
On the one hand, taking the capacity for mutual love as a defining
ability of persons may count against treating Daphne as a full person.
Daphne’s capacity for mutual love is very much diminished, if it
remains at all. One must have some sense of self and other for love.
One must be able to remember other people to some degree. On the
other hand, since Augustine makes the dignity and value of persons
dependent simply on their being loved by God, rather than on their
possession of abilities, Daphne would be a person to whom we have
strong moral obligations, although she could not be a person in the
sense of one who bears responsibilities.

What I like about Augustine
The emphasis on mutual love and on worth being independent of
ability are strong strains in secular humanist as well as religious
thinking. Perhaps they need not strain against one another as long as
we characterize the capacity for mutual love as a defining capacity of
persons while being loved or at least being an appropriate object of
love as a moral feature of human beings whether persons or not.
Appropriately secularized, the idea that being a person is partly an
affair of the heart (as we would say today) is an idea with great appeal.

The Arab-Christian dispute over individualism

While Plato, through Augustine, exerted a strong influence on the
thought of the early Middle Ages, the works of Aristotle were tem-
porarily lost to scholars of that time. Through Arabian philosophical
communities, however, where Aristotle’s works were still read, came
some of the opposition to Plato that we have already noticed. Avi-
cenna, a Persian writing in the tenth and eleventh centuries, was hotly
discussed in Europe. His view of persons was like that of Aristotle.
Persons were formed matter, the soul being the form of the body. Avi-
cenna, however, threw in a dash of Plato in that the soul, or some
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intellectual part of it, somehow survived the death of the body to be
absorbed into a kind of mass soul or mind.

Absorption in the Agent Intellect
As with the Greeks generally, intellect was considered by Avicenna to
be the most important feature of the person. It included perception
of objects external to the person, memory, and the power to discover
the essence of things through abstraction, although the ability to
abstract was not a human ability but something done for us from the
outside by the somewhat mysterious Agent Intellect. This idea of an
Agent Intellect—somewhat like a super-conscious mind—disturbed
St. Bonaventura for it “threatened the notion of the discrete individ-
uality of each soul, since each returned to its source, the Agent Intel-
lect.”7 Maimonides, the great Jewish philosopher of the fourteenth
century, developed a similar view to Avicenna’s.8 Here we have again
the Oriental idea of absorption of the individual into a mass soul.

It is interesting that it is Christianity that seriously opposes this
absorption doctrine while retaining the idea of a reality beyond this
world. After all, the otherworldly aspect of Christianity is used dur-
ing those times for political purposes inimical to individualism. Con-
ceptually, however, Christianity drew to itself all that was useful in
promoting the importance of the individual soul. The older Greek
ideas that gave less importance than Christianity to the individual,
although they gave more to the intellect, succeeded only in eventually
improving the reputation of the intellect. St. Anselm, for instance,
thought that reason together with faith and divine guidance would
reveal rational proofs of articles of faith. But no major Christian
thinker in the Middle Ages returned to the idea of the absorption of
souls into something larger without personal distinctions in each soul
remaining. Individualism was here to stay as long as Christianity was.
The dogma that supported the worth of individual souls eventually
supported the political power of the individual—but only in later
ages long after the evolution of the concept of a person.

Another philosopher from the Arabic world was the Spaniard
Averroës, writing in the then-Moslem culture of Cordova in the
twelfth century. In his famous commentaries on Aristotle, his version
of the Aristotelian doctrine about persons was true to the original.
The soul was the form of the body and was itself material; hence, the
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soul died with the body.9 This down-to-earth secular philosophy
could not have survived in the parts of Europe controlled by Chris-
tians. Opposition to the Platonic doctrine of the immortal soul was,
of course, anathema to Christianity. Even more than Avicenna, Aver-
roës undermined the separateness of individual intellects, putting all
of our intellectual abilities at the doorstep of the Agent Intellect, that
impersonal rational force in the universe. While this secularizing
force had its impact diverted by the great thinkers of Christian
Europe, they benefited from and adapted the Aristotelianism of Aver-
roës. In particular, the greatest systematic philosopher of the Middle
Ages, St. Thomas Aquinas, found a place for Aristotle at the heart of
Catholicism.

St. Thomas Aquinas

By the thirteenth century when Aquinas was writing, the influence of
Aristotle was rising and threatening the philosophical ground on
which Christianity had taken its stand. It is easy to maintain a doc-
trine of the immortality of the soul against the backdrop of Platonic
metaphysics since Plato himself had put forth such a doctrine of the
soul. Mind you, we have seen that the soul which Plato conceived was
a rather wispy thing by comparison with the full-blooded person that
was needed to make Christian doctrine work. If I were to be concerned
about my personal survival in an afterlife, I would not be motivated
to follow a religion which promised me that only some intellectual
part of me would survive. It is not just my reasoning capacity that I
would want to defeat death.

The body: You can take it with you
Here then is the dilemma which inspired so much of the subtle meta-
physics of Aquinas’ era: immortality of the soul requires something
unchanging and incorruptible as the soul, while full-blooded personal
survival requires that we take along our corruptible, changeable old
bodies. Recall that the soul Aristotle conceives of is a part of the per-
son which dies with the body, as his concept of the soul is the form
of the body. Survival without the body makes no sense, for the body
is an essential part of the person.
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Intellect is, for Aquinas as for Plato, Aristotle, and the Aris-
totelians of Aquinas’ day, the distinguishing characteristic of human
beings. We need intellect to come to know God and thereby to come
to love God.10 The idea that to know Him is to love Him is reminis-
cent of Plato’s view that to know the Form of Goodness is to do good
things since Goodness is irresistible to the soul that sees it. Aquinas,
however, emphasizes another feature of persons which is not clearly
compatible with such a doctrine of irresistibility, namely that we are
free to choose sin or devotion.

Within the restrictions of theology, Aquinas was very creative in
fashioning a system which, while it emphasized Aristotle, did not
leave Plato behind. Since Aristotle had designed his own system to
supplant Plato’s this proved to be a task which Aquinas, for all his
skill, did not quite manage. In the process of his magnificent failure,
however, he had a profound influence on what we think we are. Since
theology demands that persons be able to commune with God,
Aquinas was driven to try to retain the otherworldly features of the
soul while not overthrowing Aristotle’s insight that our bodies are
essential to us. But how can the corruptible, changeable, and finite
commune with the incorruptible, unchangeable, and infinite? Plato’s
answer, that the immortal part of us escapes from the body, is not
compatible with Aristotle’s insight.

Aquinas asserts, then, that our incorruptible, free, intelligent,
individual souls are not merely housed in our bodies but must be uni-
fied with those bodies if we are to be whole persons. He does not, of
course, accept Aristotle’s claim that such a soul cannot exist without
the body. The soul, however, is radically incomplete without the body.
Most people in Christian cultures, when they think of themselves
going to heaven, do not imagine that the decrepit body from the grave
gets dragged along. Neither do they imagine that a disembodied intel-
lect without memory or attachment to the earthly body is absorbed
into another reality. Most Christians probably imagine that it is their
body in the adult stage of life—made perfectly healthy and beautified,
free of pain and all the defects to which matter is prone—that soars
into the blue. For this image, we can thank Aquinas. Aquinas merely
extends the Platonic conception of rarefied matter, which was the
Platonic soul, to include not just some essence akin to breath but 
the whole body in a reformed, purified, glorified state. Just as the
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soul, purified of the evil that was in it, is renewed, so the body is made
better than it ever was with this renovated form to structure and limit
it properly. According to this doctrine, in our life on earth we are
always to some degree malformed, but our bodies will be perfectly
formed in the hereafter.

An uneasy marriage of Plato and Aristotle
Aquinas is often thought of as replacing the Platonic metaphysics, by
and large, with Aristotelian metaphysics within the church. While this
is true in some sense, it can be misleading if we overlook the victory
of Plato in the fundamental areas of the doctrine of the immortality
of the soul and the existence of a greater, better reality beyond this
vale of tears. Aristotle told us that what you see is what you get. It is,
furthermore, wrong to see in Aquinas a return to Aristotelian materi-
alism and a retreat from Platonic dualism. It is wrong because the dis-
tinction between materialism—the view that all is matter—and
dualism—the view that both material and non-material things exist—
cannot be foisted on the ancient world without anachronism. Plato,
like Aristotle, thought in terms of one kind of stuff out of which both
souls and bodies are made. Souls were much more subtle, as breath is
more subtle than flesh. Our current dualism with respect to persons
had still not clearly developed in Aquinas’ time. He was simply
extending the Platonic doctrine of the soul to include more of what
makes up the person on earth.

This view has its dissenters such as this one from Stevenson: “It
is a common and recurrent misinterpretation of Christian doctrine
that it asserts a dualism between the material body and an immaterial
soul or mind. Such a dualism is a Greek idea.”11 I would say, rather,
that the Christian doctrine through a large part of its history incor-
porates the Greek monistic view that there is just one kind of thing.
For persons, in particular, there is not a distinction to be made
between material and non-material parts of ourselves. In the many
streams of current Christianity, of course, there are factions that sup-
port dualism. This dualism is, however, the outcome of a long process
of evolution of ideas through Plato and Aquinas to Descartes, and it
does not become a robust part of Christianity until the seventeenth
century. Aquinas’ philosophy is even today the theoretical underpin-
ning of a major player in the Roman Catholic Christian community.
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Contention between dualists and monists (who believe that there is
just one kind of stuff) still goes on within Christian communities.
Aquinas contributed to this debate the claim that we can have immor-
tality and keep our bodies, which are reconstituted at Judgment Day.

As with any have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too theory, Aquinas’ runs
into some difficulties. From an Aristotelian vantage point and from
many modern viewpoints concerning persons, some of Aquinas’ prob-
lems seem quaint. For example, Aquinas has trouble with cannibalism.
When two human bodies are intermingled in this grisly way, what gets
resurrected and how?12 Although there is a certain black comedy in
these concerns, the theory that makes them important to Aquinas has
been enormously influential in our conception of ourselves. After all,
Aquinas gets himself into these fixes by insisting on both Aristotle’s
idea that we are one, single, unified body and soul, while wanting to
claim that we are more than the corruptible temporal stuff of this life.

Most of us believe that we are something more than intricately
organized chunks of matter capable of locomotion. Those who accept
and those who deny this belief both get into difficulties that are rem-
iniscent of the debate between Aquinas and his Aristotelian contem-
poraries. We need to know how to identify and re-identify bodies, we
need to know what else there is to us, and we need to know how to
identify and re-identify that something else. We need to know
whether our personalities can be expressed through different bodies
or in other ways. Aquinas’ problem of survival of the person in the
afterlife is very similar to many of our contemporary concerns about
survival within this life. Many of the questions we might ask have
answers in Aquinas’ adaptation of the classical Greek literature on
persons.

A fetus, for example, is not a person by these lights, no more than
an acorn is an oak. As Aristotle would have it, the fetus is merely a
potential, not an actual, person. For Aquinas, after some weeks of
development, the fetus has an immortal soul, but not from concep-
tion onward. Both the soul and the body develop and change. What
keeps them the same through change is the underlying substance
which remains through all changes of properties to that substance.
There are both necessary properties that the substance cannot lose
while remaining in existence, and accidental properties that it may
change.
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While the person is the fully formed adult, there is a continuity
of substance through the changes from the potential person to the
person. The soul, or form of the body, becomes more fully actualized
over time, but is never perfectly actualized in this life. The soul that
chooses evil over good deforms itself and loses the chance of perfect
actualization in the next life. Nonetheless, to make sure the right per-
son is rewarded or punished in the next life, we must have a way of
seeing this deformed person or this glorified person as the same per-
son who walked this earth. The substance is the same. That is why, for
Aquinas and for Catholics today, the body had to be resurrected—not
some ghostly apparition of the body but the real thing from the grave.
This gruesome solution to the problem of survival of persons is the
strange result of trying to wed incompatible systems, Plato’s and
Aristotle’s. Aristotelians would say that one cannot separate the form
and the matter temporarily prior to resurrection in the way in which
Aquinas was forced to do. Formless matter is not a particular thing,
and matterless form cannot exist.

Essentialism, potential persons, and survival
Whether or not one takes the problems surrounding resurrection seri-
ously, the idea that there is an essential me which exists through all
my changes is one which appeals to me. What this underlying sub-
stance is that remains through the changes is to be found, according
to Aristotle and Aquinas, by looking for my necessary or essential
properties. What is there about me which could not change while I
remain in existence? Notice, however, that their answers have to do
with my existence as a human being rather than as a person. The per-
son is not actualized at the beginning of the life of the human being.
The underlying substance does not initially have, for instance, the
personality which is unique to the later person. The question natu-
rally arises for Aquinas, as it does for many of us, whether different
persons could be in one body. After all, if the Aristotelian insepara-
bility of body and soul is denied, how do we keep our physical and
spiritual parts properly paired up? Aquinas can always appeal to God’s
benevolence to overcome such problems. A benevolent and omnipo-
tent God would not allow and could prevent mix-ups.
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Other difficult questions arise in the context of Aquinas’ theo-
ries. When does the potential person develop enough to be the actual
person? The adult human being in the prime of life is the person by
Aristotle’s lights. But for both Aristotle and Aquinas, there is the
problem of what the person is through change. Since the distinction
between person and human being is only nascent in the works of Aris-
totle, like the distinction between material and non-material, it would
be anachronistic to pull out too definite an answer to such questions.
By Aquinas’ time, however, the problem of the three persons of the
Trinity (discussed later) had placed the question of the concept of a
person at front and centre. The particular part of that problem,
though, which arises for Aquinas is that someone who chooses a per-
sonality through training to respond in certain situations with a cer-
tain kind of action is deliberately changing some personal properties.
For instance, a timid mother who decides to face any future danger to
her child may become courageous by choice. While these may be acci-
dental properties of the human being, they appear to be necessary
properties of the individual person, at least if a particular personality
is essential to being an individual person. On this view, the timid per-
son cannot be identical to the courageous person.

In Aquinas survival through radical change becomes particularly
difficult, since the beatified soul and body make up a person who is
vastly different from the earthly original. Even within our earthly
lives, however, we may change from sinners to saints. To say that one
remains the same substance, or the same human being, while chang-
ing the personality only points to further difficulties. What is the
continuing person who is responsible for the old sinful acts, for the
new saintly ones, and, indeed, for changing from a sinner to a saint?
What is essential to the person if one can go through such radical
change? These sorts of questions are left largely for later philosophers
to explore.

What about Daphne?
The notion of radical change brings us to Daphne’s case, to the case
of a fully developed adult who becomes severely demented. From
Aquinas’ perspective, as long as it is possible to be a person when the
intellect and control of the body are destroyed, Daphne would still
remain in the class of persons and merit the treatment due all persons.
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This does not, in and of itself, entail that the person with whom we
are confronted after the radical changes is the same person whom we
once knew. Survival requires that the special characteristics which sin-
gled her out within the class of persons are also sufficiently repre-
sented after the change. The problem for Aquinas is to say how the
soul, now devoid of intellect and character necessary for being respon-
sible for actions, is the same soul that was once well-formed or
deformed depending on the choice of good or of evil that Daphne
might have made. Daphne can no longer, for example, exercise the
good character she developed. She cannot prove her merit by respond-
ing to situations. Perhaps Aquinas would say that the soul in such a
demented human being is like the soul in one who is dead. On resur-
rection of the body it will resume its abilities. One wonders, however,
what the soul is, over and above the intellect and its abilities.

What I like about Aquinas
With all its problems, the picture of the person that emerges in the
work of Aquinas reinforces the conception that we are individuals.
The intellectual part of us which survives bodily death and awaits
reunion with the perfected body is distinct from other intellects. No
super-conscious mind absorbs the individual.13 Intellect is crucial in
distinguishing us from the other animals. From this point of view, the
demented human being is, perhaps, no longer a person in the same
way that a fetus or an infant is not yet a person. Unlike the Aris-
totelian system, that of Aquinas does not make a great deal of the
value of persons depend on intellect. Those who are intellectually
impoverished in this world, as long as they choose, within their lim-
ited capacity, good over evil, will be reformed and able to know God
in the next world. Nonetheless, there is enough of an emphasis on
intellect and its capacity to distinguish us as individuals to disturb
some of those who followed Aquinas. The mystic and anti-intellectual
tendency within Christianity is still at war with Aquinas’ intellectual
faction within Christianity.

In any case, Aquinas’ adaptation of Greek thought importantly
advances individualism and the conception of persons as free and self-
determining. We move further in the Western tradition away from the
fatalistic and anti-individualistic doctrines associated with the Ori-
ent. The idea of personality becomes crucial as well. Our intellect and

100

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



freedom are properly used to choose certain habits that can guide us
through sticky patches in our moral lives. In the course of develop-
ment as persons then, we perform this paradoxical self-creation—
making ourselves the persons we eventually become. The person—
perhaps even the potential person—chooses a personality or set of
habits that will make the future person what she becomes. The guide
is not some Aristotelian telos (end or purpose) which makes this
development inevitable. We are our own guides. I must train myself to
automatically do the right thing when the occasion of a sin arises.14

In some ways, the contemporary view of Sartre—that existence
precedes essence, that we first exist and later create what is necessary
to our being the persons we are—is anticipated in Aquinas’ view of
persons. This doctrine of self-creation that has us pull ourselves up
by our boot straps and the denial of a limiting, pre-existing nature of
persons is also to be found in the humanists, especially in Pico Della
Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man.15 All of these authors need to
grapple with the distinction between two questions: What must
something be like to be a person? and In what does the survival of an
individual person consist? The individual would have to keep the gen-
eral characteristics necessary to be a person at all, and retain as well
certain characteristics which made that person different from other
persons. A class essence and an individual essence are both needed for
survival.

In philosophy, we have to see where we have been to see where we
are going. I hope that it is evident by now that contemporary secular
concerns about persons are guided in part by Aquinas’ hand. In any
case, I am going to look at some other mediaeval religious develop-
ments which carry the concepts of a person forward into the later
Middle Ages. They do so with great drama.

Philosophy as the handmaiden of religion

In the Middle Ages, philosophy played second fiddle to religion. Since
religion was such a powerful part of the culture, second fiddle was a
pretty good position. Then, the doctrine of the Trinity, and theology
generally, coloured the concepts of person. One astonishing example
of questions concerning persons caused an immense stir in AD 362
when a church council was held solely for the purpose of investigat-
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ing and determining the meaning of the word “person.”16 Imagine
what was required to draw bishops from around the Christian world
to Alexandria when travel was arduous and dangerous for a meeting
with one item on the agenda. Only a topic of the utmost importance
could provoke such a remarkable meeting.

Three persons, one God
The religious doctrine which required this philosophical discussion at
the highest levels of the church was the doctrine of the Holy Trinity.
According to this doctrine, there is but one God in three persons: the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. The meaning of “persons”
which the bishops went to such enormous trouble to decide was cru-
cial because it determined the orthodox interpretation of the doctrine
of the Trinity. Since people in the Middle Ages could be put to death
by the church for being unorthodox (that is, heretical), religious lead-
ers took the definition of the concept of a person to be a matter of
life and death—much as today when extremist pro-lifers use the rhet-
oric of civil war to condone the shooting of doctors. In AD 1532 it
was no different. Recall from chapter 2 that because Servetus declared
that the three persons in the Godhead were three functions, in the
same sense as three roles, he was burned at the stake. It was his bad
luck that the bishops did not agree on what they meant by the term
“person” back in AD 362.

At the meeting in Alexandria there were three positions. The
Greek bishops thought that God had three hypostases (substances)
but one essence. The Roman bishops thought this concept would lead
them away from monotheism; they demanded that the word “person”
be used instead of the word “hypostasis.” A third group thought the
whole debate was a quibble over words. All agreed that the three per-
sons of God were not merely roles that God was playing. The third
group seems ultimately to have carried the day since the words
“hypostasis” and “person” became synonyms in the theology of the
Middle Ages. Genuine philosophical differences, however, were
patched up by this linguistic plaster of diplomatic synonymy.17

The position of the Greek church seems incoherent in terms of
the Aristotelian philosophy from which it sprang. If God is three sub-
stances or hypostases, then God cannot have one essence, since indi-
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vidual substances are defined by and inseparable from their essences.
The concepts of a person which had been in use up to the time of the
bishops’ council did not help. They did not want to use “person” to
mean “role” or “human being.” They could not use it in such a way as
to imply that God was not really one being, but they could not use it
so as to say that it was a mere manner of speaking to say that he was
three of something. History had boxed them into loading onto the
concept of a person the full weight of a mysterious doctrine. Anyone
who, like Servetus, tried to take a perfectly legitimate meaning of the
word “person” and demystify the doctrine of the Trinity was likely to
pay the highest price for such perfidy.

This outcome is not a propitious turn of events for the discus-
sion of a concept or concepts. Things got worse before they got bet-
ter. Even such civility as Aquinas had accorded to intellectual
knowledge was viewed with suspicion by some later religious leaders.
Mysticism was seen as a safer road to knowledge of God, since reason
tended to unseat faith rather than to shore it up. On the other hand,
out of the theological wrangling came the use of the Latin term per-
sona to mean “an individual, intransmissible (incommunicable),
rational essence which is self-existent.” A thing is self-existent if and
only if it is not a part, nor a quality of another thing.18 This moves
the concept of a person from that of a mere role which cloaks the liv-
ing human body to something independent of the body and, perhaps,
something of greater dignity and moral significance. A general warm-
ing trend in the political life of Europe coinciding with a waning of
the power of the churches was still needed before the public, philo-
sophical discussion of persons could be undertaken without grave
danger. This thaw began in the late Middle Ages and was accelerated
in the Renaissance.

Content questions

1. Describe one way in which Augustine’s worldview is similar to
that of Plotinus and Plato.

2. What is the most notable feature given new importance in Augus-
tine’s concept of a person?

3. How is Augustine’s view helpful to the handicapped?
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4. How did Averroës and Avicenna undermine the concept of per-
sons as individuals?

5. Explain one aspect in which Aquinas mirrors Plato and Aristotle
where distinguishing features of human beings are concerned?

6. How does Aquinas meet difficulties in trying to combine Platonic
and Aristotelian ideas of persons?

7. Why does the substance of a person have to be preserved in the
afterlife according to Aquinas?

8. Give two examples of the way that Aquinas’ adaptation of Greek
thought advances individualism.

9. What is it to be self-existent? How does this figure in the con-
ception of a person that emerged from the theological wrangling
of the Middle Ages?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: Self-existence rules out virtual
human beings as possible persons

In reflecting on what we believe ourselves to be and what we believe is
possible in the popular media (Star Trek, for example), we often sup-
pose that there could be persons who are merely features of another
thing. For instance, a hologram of a person is merely a feature of a
computer program in the Star Trek story. Interestingly, as I will argue
here, the idea from the Middle Ages that persons must be self-exis-
tent rules against this possibility. It would also rule out the possibil-
ity that we are merely somebody else’s dream and will vanish when
that person wakes up. There are many versions of the virtual-person
scenario in contemporary culture but, if self-existence is a property of
persons, then all of those scenarios describe something impossible.

For the following argument we will need a distinction of tokens
from types. A token is a particular thing, while all things that are alike
in relevant respects are of the same type. For example, there could be
other people who are very similar to you—that is, of the same type—
but you are likely more concerned with the survival of one token of
the type, yourself. Another example is that there are many tokens of a
particular type of word in this book. Take the word “the.” The many
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individual occurrences of this word in this book are all tokens of a
single type or members of a category of words.

Now suppose that persons are self-existent. In that case they can-
not exist merely as a part or a property, a quality, or a feature of
another thing. For instance, the token of redness on a red, rubber ball
would not exist if the ball did not exist. Of course the type redness
might exist independently of particular tokens of redness as either a
relational property or a Platonic Form. Now what is a virtual human
being but a dependent part of a program, a dream, or the like? Such a
human being is similar to the token of redness, not similar to the ball.
Without the program or the dream, there would be no such human
being, just as the token of redness would vanish if the ball ceased to
exist. A virtual human being cannot then be self-existent. A virtual
human being cannot, for the same reason, be a person. Let us illus-
trate this with an example from the popular media. The doctor on Star
Trek, a hologram, goes out of existence when the power is off or his
program is not running. Various tokens of the doctor that are very
similar exist in sequence. None of these tokens is self-existent. A vir-
tual human being can be the type of a person, but it would not nec-
essarily have a single token, as would a real human being. You are an
individual in the sense that there is only one token of your type, and
the type and token exist or do not exist together.

Argument 2: Objections to argument 1
It is not clear that anything is self-existent. The red rubber ball may
just be a bundle of tokens of properties: redness, roundness, elastic-
ity, and such. Even if the ball has a substance in which these proper-
ties inhere, that too is dependent for its existence on background
conditions such as the environment that supports it. If the tempera-
ture, for instance, were too high, the ball, substantial or not, would
cease to exist. That is not essentially different from a token of a pro-
gram ceasing to appear when the power is turned off. Persons seem to
be dependent for their existence on their environment as well, unless
of course we are indestructible after all. Self-existence applies only to
some indestructible continuing thing. In the Middle Ages, the soul
filled this function, and it still does in some religious conceptions of
a person. It is, however, not at all clear what souls are supposed to be
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or whether there are any. Even if there are such things, the first argu-
ment has given no reason why virtual persons could not have them. It
appears that we have one of two possibilities: nothing is self-exis-
tent—in which case, the first argument presupposes an inadequate
definition of a person, or souls are self-existent and virtual persons
might have souls. In other words, the first argument starts from a
mistaken assumption, or it is possible for computer-generated images
of human beings to have or be souls. In either case, we should reject
the first argument.
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Mechanism versus humanism

A s it is in our own age, particularly in philosophy, so it was in
the Middle Ages: the devotees of logic, precision, and clarity

turn out to be the most difficult to read. Montaigne wrote: “I can’t
recognize most of my daily doings when they appear in Aristotle.
They are decked out or hidden in another cloak for the benefit of the
schoolmen.”1 Part of the problem was the corruption of Aristotle’s
texts that were used by the scholars of the Middle Ages. Even with
better translations, closer to the original, most of us would still agree
with Montaigne. Nevertheless, reading good translations is much to
be preferred to reading bad or stilted ones.

Erasmus’ humanist tradition
Erasmus, the greatest promoter of humanism in the Renaissance, set
about providing editions of scripture in which the elegance of the lan-
guage was preserved and the stilted, ritualized language of some
scholars was avoided. The incipient democratization of things intel-
lectual that was the result of Erasmus’ efforts had a great effect on
concepts of a person both by creating new avenues for discussion of



the topic and by making acceptable the idea that those at the bottom
of society ’s hierarchy were also worthy and capable. As learning
spread downward, through this democratization, the idea that the
value of persons was determined by their place in the social hierarchy
became harder to maintain.

Erasmus also attacked the view of the person as distinguished
essentially by intellect, the view inherited from the Greeks and from
Aquinas. The attack on the overweening importance of intellect was
part of Erasmus’ attempt to democratize religion. Faith was some-
thing one could pursue with the heart, Erasmus thought. He did not
think heaven would be populated by intellectuals only. He did not
deride reason by any means, but he thought there was more to the per-
son than Aquinas and some of his predecessors had noticed or, at
least, emphasized. Humanism is, partly, a return to the richer view of
Augustine in which such things as the capacity to love are important
features of persons. This helped to establish the atmosphere in which
the idea of the dignity of persons, no matter what their station in life,
could emerge. The humanist tradition is essential to the contempo-
rary moral force of the term “person.”

Protestantism
At the same time there emerged a criticism of the old order much
stronger than the criticisms from Erasmus. Arguing that both the
corrupted mediaeval doctrines and the Protestant Reformation were
driven by vast exaggerations, Erasmus tried to steer a middle course.
“The whole world,” he said, “is now shaken by the thunder and light-
ning born of the collision of such exaggerations.”2 On the one hand
Erasmus opposed the clergy who magnified the importance of the
papacy and, thereby, of their own role. Some were making a tidy profit
selling salvation in the form of plenary indulgences and such. On the
other hand, Erasmus found the cure for this corruption as bad as the
disease; of the Protestants he said: “They liquidate the freedom of the
will and teach that man is driven by the Spirit of Christ.”3 The dig-
nity of persons was undermined both by those who said that heaven
could be earned by fattening up the priests and by those who said that
it could not be earned at all. One side reduced the spirit to commerce.
The other negated the freedom that is essential to persons.
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Taking aim particularly at Luther, Erasmus asks: “What’s the
good of the entire man, if God treats him like the potter his clay, or
as he can deal with a pebble?”4 This shows the importance, to human-
ists like Erasmus, of free will as a characteristic of a person. Luther,
by contrast, while lashing out at Erasmus, leaves open the possibility
of the worth of any person through God’s grace. Unfortunately, this
worth is entirely reflected from God; there is no real personal worth.
By Luther’s lights, the most meritorious of saints in fact, cannot be
saved without God’s beneficence. Nothing one does is ever good
enough to merit salvation.

Not only was Luther unmoved by human freedom as a value, he
also preached diatribes against intellect. Luther took the primacy of
faith even further than his predecessors so as to exclude the useful-
ness of reason in supporting religious belief. Erasmus’ emphasis on
the positive features of people and their capacity for moral improve-
ment was dashed by Luther’s return to the mediaeval view that man is
by nature corrupt.5 The worth of the individual person is utterly
denied. Intellect and achievement are derogated in favour of subjuga-
tion of oneself through faith. Whatever its achievements in rooting
out the corruption of the church, the Protestant Reformation tended
to promote a backward-looking idea of persons.

Montaigne
Erasmus was not, however, alone in the revival of the humanism of
classical antiquity. We have already noted Pico Della Mirandola’s Ora-
tion on the Dignity of Man with its praise of human freedom.6 Erasmus’
friend Thomas More wrote of the near perfectibility, through reason,
of people and their government in his Utopia.7 The humanist move-
ment put forward freedom and reason as the essentials of a person.
Though they did not neglect the emotions, it was usually reason on
which the dignity of persons depended. This attitude is nicely
summed up by Paracelsus: “He who knows nothing loves nothing. He
who can do nothing understands nothing. He who understands noth-
ing is worthless. But he who understands also loves, notices, sees.”8

Another admirer of the classical period of Greece and Rome was
Michel de Montaigne, sometimes called “the French Socrates.” He
was influenced by the Skeptics of the ancient period. Their method,
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quite opposed to that of Socrates by the way, was to hold tightly to
no doctrine, submitting all to doubt so as to live to the full. A life
hemmed in by preconceptions about the way things are is not likely
to be a happy one. Montaigne wanted to break down the strict, ritu-
alized worldview of the Middle Ages in favour of one more flexible.
One should not, on Montaigne’s view, adopt final answers to very
subtle, variable questions. Dogmatism is not the way to truth. We
might do well to heed this advice, noticing the final answers both
sides have adopted concerning the nature of persons prior to engag-
ing in the debate on abortion.

Montaigne, like Erasmus, tended to promote the idea of the dig-
nity of persons. He asserted the humanist idea of our interconnec-
tion: “Every man carries within himself the whole condition of
humanity.”9 He exalted our judgment as opposed to faith or intellect:
to be a real person is to make conscious choices based on experience.10

Montaigne, however, did not wish to overthrow the political system
and customs that provided some stability within which one could pur-
sue philosophical wisdom, at least if one was, like Montaigne, of the
nobility.11 This conservative attitude, as a result of doubt about
absolute ends to which society should move, is very similar to that of
the Sophists with whom Socrates contended. It comes too from an
emphasis on personal rather than political development. It is, how-
ever, folly to think that the two can be separated. Montaigne’s own
development depended on his privileged position in society.

As to our concern about the nature of persons, Montaigne the
skeptic would have warned us that constant change denies us access
to this or any other nature: “And if by chance you fix your thought
on trying to grasp its essence, it will be neither more nor less than if
someone tried to grasp water: for the more he squeezes and presses
what by its nature flows all over, the more he will lose what he was try-
ing to hold and grasp.”12 Like the humanists before him, Montaigne
was amazed by the variability of people. Nonetheless, Montaigne
spent his life in personal development and advice to others on this
difficult subject. To do this, one must know in some sense what a per-
son is. The impressive variability of persons is, in fact, one of the
things about us which makes us what we are and that, in turn, is
dependent on our freedom.
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Galileo and the new science
Generally opposed to the new focus on personal issues was the devel-
opment of a new kind of objectivity in science, which was accompa-
nied by a mechanistic materialism as the underlying philosophy and a
successful use of mathematics in prediction and control. Discussing
Galileo, who was one of the pre-eminent practitioners of the new sci-
ence, Stumpf13 draws a clear opposition between the attitude toward
persons promoted by science and the humanist notion of the dignity
of persons. Galileo thought of reality in terms of primary (objective)
qualities such as motion, size, position, and density, which can be
quantified and dealt with mathematically. Opposed to these are sec-
ondary (subjective) qualities such as colour, taste, emotion, and
sound. We can talk about human beings in terms of primary qualities.
Personal characteristics, Stumpf asserts, are usually represented by
secondary qualities. According to Galileo’s philosophy, these second-
ary qualities are either fictional or are to be reduced to the mathe-
matically manipulable reality of primary qualities. Stumpf concludes:
“In either case, the unique dignity, value, or special status of human
beings in the nature of things is severely diminished.”14 Leonard
Cohen has said, “We are so small between the stars, so large against
the sky.”15

What about Daphne?
Although Erasmus elevates people from the role of plaything of the
deity, it does exclude people like Daphne from the essential source of
dignity. Daphne would have agreed. That is why she chose death over
a life of dementia. Without the ability to choose her own actions
freely, Daphne really is reduced to the potter’s clay from Erasmus’
point of view. Since she has no free will—the main feature he holds
out against the Protestants and the new science—she seems to be
stripped of her dignity. Daphne herself saw matters this way when she
anticipated being reduced by dementia to a mere mechanism. She
demanded euthanasia as a protection from this fate.

What I like about Renaissance thinkers
The Renaissance, then, provided an atmosphere in which one could
begin to think of persons as having dignity and moral worth by virtue
of their own achievements, not just in the reflection of a deity. Indi-
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vidual freedom begins to assume more importance in conceptions of 
a person. At the same time, there were opposing views of the person
presented by the severe Protestantism of the Reformation and the
mechanistic, materialist philosophy underlying the new science.
Protestantism made people out to be evil while mechanism reduced
them to material things and, thereby, reduced their dignity and worth.

The oldest moderns

The success of empirical science in the prediction and control of
events in the natural world gave philosophers pause. The mediaeval
idea that pure intellect could find the truth was giving way to the
modern recognition of the need to use the five senses in observation
as well as the intellect to gain knowledge.

Hobbes: The emerging modern worldview
Thomas Hobbes, best known for his political philosophy, ushered in
the modern era by accepting completely the scientific method and its
underlying assumptions. He believed in the need to observe and
gather facts prior to erecting a theory.16

Hobbes also accepted empiricism; that is, he believed that our
knowledge comes from information we get through our five senses.
Distinguishing himself from Descartes and his followers on the con-
tinent, the Briton Hobbes was a materialist. Recall that materialists
believe everything is made of matter. Minds and spirits, if they exist
at all, must be material. Hobbes’s moral theory, moreover, was a pre-
cursor of today’s social contract theories in ethics. David Gauthier in
Morals by Agreement, for instance, considers himself to be developing
Hobbes’s idea of mutual constraint as the source of ethics.17 Moral
rules are justified by showing that, by constraining ourselves under
such rules, we create our mutual benefit. While Hobbes held all these
views in a form that was to be refined by later thinkers, he set the tone
for much of later philosophy, especially in Britain.

Living as he did in chaotic times, 1588-1679, under threats of
invasion, revolution, fire, and plague, Hobbes wished for security
more than anything else. This political aim dovetailed with his mate-
rialistic philosophy. He believed that he could understand the way
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persons behave in terms of mathematical laws governing bodies in
motion.18 If a person is a physical system whose behaviour can be pre-
dicted and controlled just as the course of a billiard ball on a table can
be controlled by a master player, then the key to security is to under-
stand the physical principles of human behaviour well enough to fash-
ion a political system that can banish chaos and uncertainty. The
political system Hobbes describes turns out to be complete totalitar-
ianism, in which value and dignity of the individual person is largely
ignored. This is not terribly surprising, given the view that persons
for Hobbes are merely elaborate mechanisms. Although Hobbes did
not accomplish anything like the aim of finding the mechanical prin-
ciples needed to predict and control persons, he bequeathed this aim
and his view of the person to his philosophical heirs.

The success of mechanics in Hobbes’s day misled him into his
vastly oversimplified view of persons as mechanical systems. The suc-
cess of computer science today has the same effect on his heirs, who
also try to reduce mind and persons in general to matter. Some wish,
for instance, to treat the brain as a computer and the rest of the per-
son as programs. Hobbes’s concept of a person as an elaborate mech-
anism has merely been updated with currently fashionable scientistic
jargon. Hobbes wished to reduce mind and spirit to material bodies
in motion. Current reductionist theories differ from Hobbes’s mainly
in the complexity of the thing to which they wish to reduce these fea-
tures of a person. In their degree of overconfidence, these theorists
are Hobbes’s equals. On the other hand, Hobbes and later empiricists
re-established the healthy attitude of Aristotle that takes our sense
experience seriously. Attention to the here and now and lip service to
common sense marks the work of Hobbes and his descendants. Wild
speculation about persons untrammelled by the limits of experience
is supposedly anathema among empiricists. One cannot help but
smile, however, when asking how well founded, empirically, are their
materialistic conceptions of persons. Such theories tend to go well
beyond the evidence available from the senses and, in true empiricist
fashion, they ignore equally strong evidence from other sources.

What about Daphne?
Metaphysically, Hobbes would see Daphne as merely a defective
machine. Morally, Hobbes would treat Daphne as having no rights.
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Gauthier points out that, following a Hobbesian morality based on
mutual constraint for mutual benefit, we cannot rationally justify
treating those such as Daphne as persons, as members of the moral
community. There is, after all, no expected benefit to come from
treating such human beings as persons and protecting their inter-
ests.19 They cannot return the favour. Competitors restrain them-
selves according to rules that make all competitors better off than
unlimited competition would make them. Daphne and others like her,
however, are not in the competition.

Cartesian Egos
To many, Hobbes’s view of the person seems to be not a propitious
beginning to the life of that concept in the modern era. This era
began, however, in cultural schizophrenia. A view opposite to
Hobbes’s and equally extreme was proposed at the same time by the
renowned philosopher and mathematician René Descartes. Descartes
and his school in philosophy are the arch-rivals of Hobbes and his.
Hobbes’s empiricism is countered with their rationalism. Rationalists
not only deny the empiricist claim that sense experience is the source
of all knowledge, they assert that reason alone is a much better source
of knowledge than experience. Anything we get by experience must be
filtered through our rational critical faculties before being accepted.
The empiricist says that we should believe our eyes and ears. The
rationalist tells us that we should not trust these unless reason sup-
ports the information they give us. The mind is glorified as Hobbes
glorified the body. Descartes, however, does not wish to reduce the
body to the mind. He is a dualist, one who believes that both mind
and matter exist. Mind is just a lot more clearly known than matter.

The person, according to Descartes, is an amalgam of mind and
body. This is a view which, today, is still often taken as common sense.
Prior to Descartes, however, the distinction of mind and body was not
at all clear. The ancient Greeks made no such distinction, although it
is sometimes incorrectly attributed to Plato.

The distinction of mind from body seems undeniable to many of
us. As is often the case, what was once a contentious theory has
seeped down into the general consciousness to become obvious com-
mon sense. We no longer think with the ancients that thought and
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mind are merely subtle forms of matter like air. Most of us, outside
of philosophy departments, suppose that mental events are quite dif-
ferent from physical or material events. If I say that I have a pain in
my nose after witnessing my dog get stung on the nose by a bee, for
instance, you might tell me it is all in my head. You might say the pain
has a mental cause rather than the physical or material kind of cause
which my dog’s pain has. We are often very unclear about the exact
nature of the distinction, but most of us staunchly affirm the Carte-
sian idea that mental and physical events are different. Descartes has
had a profound effect on the way we think about what it is to be a
person.

Perhaps the most famous saying concerning persons is Descartes’
reply to the skeptics who think we should doubt every claim since
there is nothing we can know for certain. The first thing Descartes
thinks we can be sure of is the self. He asserts confidently: “I think;
hence I am.”20 Descartes means that he cannot think and at the same
time doubt that he exists. What would be doing the doubting if he
did not exist? Here, Descartes seems to return to the Greek and early
mediaeval emphasis on intellect as the essential feature of persons.
Actually, thinking, in Descartes’ terms, is much more than mere intel-
lectual thought. When he defines a self as a thinking thing, he packs
a lot into the word “thinking”: “But what, then, am I? A thinking
thing, it has been said. But what is a thinking thing? It is a thing that
doubts, understands (conceives), affirms, denies, wills, refuses, that
imagines also, and perceives.”21 The interior self which directs the
body and does this thinking is often referred to as the Cartesian Ego.
Descartes thinks it is independent of the body and would exist even
should the body cease to exist.22 While many think that nothing could
be more certain than the existence of such a Cartesian Ego, others
claim that there is no such thing. Since Descartes still has a corner on
common sense in our era, the philosophers who claim there are no
Cartesian Egos really have their work cut out for them. While dual-
ism can still claim to be common sense, it may nonetheless be in dan-
ger of losing that status. Problems arise. Is this thinking thing, the
Ego, a thing that must be thinking to exist? What happens when we
are asleep? Perhaps we must say with Unger that Descartes thinks the
Cartesian Ego is always conscious, but sleep is a kind of forgetting of
what was consciously thought during the night.23 This seems rather
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desperate. Why can the body not preserve our continuity instead of
some mysterious Ego?

Descartes, in any case, does not leave Cartesian Egos unhoused.
Like Plato’s intellectual soul or self, Cartesian Egos have a body to
direct. Unlike the Platonic soul which is made of a subtler form of the
same stuff as the body, the Cartesian Ego is different in kind from
the body. This gives rise to the interaction problem: how can a non-
material self interact with a material body? If I want to walk to the
store, I do it. But my wanting goes on in my mind, which does not
exist in space, as my body does. How do the two of them get
together? The mystery of how a mental event, like wanting, can cause
a physical event like walking is just not solved by Descartes. In fact, I
do not think it is solved at all. The common sense view of persons
has, to this day, this completely paradoxical feature. We think of per-
sons as minds with bodies, but we do not know how the mind makes
the body do the simplest thing, nor do we know how physical events,
passionate kisses for example, are associated with their complex men-
tal concomitants, doubts for example.

Descartes was not too concerned with this problem. In a religious
age such as his, it was still possible to argue—as his follower
Geulincx did—that, when I exert my will to make my body do some-
thing, my mind has no direct effect on my body. Stumpf reports that
according to Geulincx’s theory, God intervenes to make my body do
what I want it to do.24 Some of you may wish to accept this solution.
Many more will wonder why we have the problem. Perhaps common
sense is not so sensible in this instance.

Descartes was much more concerned, with respect to persons,
about the problem of how we know what we are. We think we have
bodies of a certain sort, but the skeptics argued effectively that we
could be mistaken. I might be dreaming that I have an ordinary human
body but, when I wake up, it may turn out that I have three orange
eyes and green feelers. Perhaps I have no body. Could it be that I am
just a disembodied mind? If such oddities seem too strange to
contemplate, perhaps I might wake up and find that I have a body 
like a dolphin’s and that I was just dreaming that I was a human 
being. Descartes wanted to show that we are justified in dismissing
such speculations. He thought he could prove that we are what we
seem to be.
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His proof is structured like this. Once I accept the indubitable
claim that I exist, I can examine some of my thoughts as a thinking
thing. I conceive of God. Descartes argues that I could not conceive of
a being such as God without there being a God. Descartes thinks he
has established that God must exist. God, however, would not deceive
us all of the time. Consequently Descartes thinks he can know not
only that he is a thinking thing but that this thinking thing, or Carte-
sian Ego, is housed in the body it seems to have. I will not wake up one
day and realize that I have three orange eyes and green feelers all along.

Unfortunately, Descartes’ certainty that we persons are minds in
bodies is not really underwritten by his argument. Part of Descartes’
method is to try to doubt everything and to accept only what we
clearly and distinctly conceive to be true. He admits, moreover, that
we could be systematically deceived. Even our basic reasoning
processes which we rely on to do simple arithmetic might be faulty.25

But if all this is so, the complicated reasoning Descartes gives for his
belief in God must surely be doubted. We are left thinking that we are
just thinking things until we move over to Hobbes’s camp a little and
accept some of the evidence of our senses without rational proof.

In any case, Descartes has given us good rational grounds for
believing that we are thinking things in his wide sense of “thinking,”
and Hobbes is right to accept the evidence of his senses and to say that
we have bodies which are prone to act when caused to do so. Much
modern and contemporary philosophy has set itself the task of figur-
ing out the nature of the thinking and bodily parts of the person and
the means of their interaction, if indeed they are separate. Descartes
left us also the closely related problem of understanding how our free-
dom of will operates. The picture of the person that emerges from
Descartes is of a Cartesian Ego which supports a conscious mind oper-
ating a body, a free individual being responsible for all her own actions.

What about Daphne?
Daphne seems barely able to understand what is going on around her.
Descartes might think that her Ego is trapped within a body which no
longer responds to its commands. The Ego is what is essential to
Daphne; hence, she has survived. The same person may, indeed, sur-
vive changes no matter how harsh, since the Ego is indivisible and
hence indestructible.
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The thinking thing that is the essential Daphne no longer thinks
as a philosopher but as an infant does. When Daphne could express her
thought, she gradually descended from high intellectual expression to
infantile speech. It would be horrific torture if she had locked-in syn-
drome rather than dementia, but neurologists rule that out. Where is
the indestructible Ego when she needs it? Descartes’ view is rather like
the religious view from which Descartes took his lead. Christians
would say that the soul remains the same while the mind and body have
deteriorated; hence the same person exists. The difficulty of course is
that there is no way to tell whether the same Ego or soul persists in a
person, since all outward show is irrelevant to that determination.

Spinoza: The unity of all persons in God
Not all rationalists took this Cartesian approach to persons. Spinoza
believed that God was the whole universe and that a person is just a
mode of God’s being. He thought he could establish this by the use
of reason and a higher means to knowledge called “intuition.”26

Although persons have both minds and bodies, both are just attrib-
utes of a single substance, namely, God. There is, then, no interaction
problem. There is, however, no free will either. Speaking against
Descartes and others, Spinoza reminds us that we are part of the nat-
ural order and, as such, subject to its laws: “Most writers on the emo-
tions and on human conduct seem to be treating rather of matters
outside nature than of natural phenomena following nature’s general
laws. They appear to conceive man to be situated in nature as a king-
dom within a kingdom.”27 Spinoza, like Aristotle, sees the universe as
unified. Every human action and every event whatsoever is deter-
mined, and there is no purpose or final cause, in Aristotle’s sense, for
individual persons, the human species, or the universe. God just is. A
person can be thought of as merely a way in which God contemplates
God, not as a separate free agent.28 Spinoza, it seems, moves us away
from individualism to the Oriental idea of absorption of the individ-
ual into the greater whole.

Since Descartes and not Spinoza holds sway in the popular con-
ceptions of a person, few of us may find what Spinoza has to say
immediately plausible. It is a view which opposes the individualism
and belief in freedom that is a part of our main Western cultural
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doctrines. Spinoza’s belief in the necessity of all our actions leads, as
it did with the Stoics, to resignation and acquiescence.29 The pre-
dominant Western concepts of a person are of beings who control, to
some extent, their own actions and the events in the world around
them, beings who ought to strive to get it right rather than simply
accept whatever happens.

What about Daphne?
Spinoza gets by a very different route to Hobbes’s estimation of
Daphne’s importance. She is to be valued as everyone else is. After all,
through Spinoza’s approach, Daphne is just one more way in which
God contemplates God, like the rest of us. There is no harm in say-
ing that Daphne has survived the immense changes wrought by
dementia. An event of self-contemplation has changed in character.
Since all is God, the importance of individuals in themselves is dimin-
ished as it was for Hobbes through their absorption into the state.

Locke’s neutral ground
Locke may be the most important philosopher in history with respect
to determining current Western concepts of a person within philoso-
phy. So many philosophers are now either furthering his way of think-
ing of persons or objecting to that way of thinking.30 One who
currently wants to improve on Locke’s account is Derek Parfit31 at
Oxford, whose views we will discuss in chapter 13. The opposition
from Thomas Nagel,32 for example, revives some elements of the
Cartesian understanding of the subject of experiences.

While Locke is an empiricist elaborating the tradition ushered in
by Hobbes, he attempts to find some neutral ground between
Hobbes’s materialism and Descartes’ dualism. Locke is very much
concerned about what changes a person can undergo while remaining
the same person. His reason was the religious one we have discussed
before, the resurrection of the dead.33 One wants, of course, to have
the person being rewarded or punished on Judgment Day to be the
same one who did the deeds being judged. He asserts that neither the
same material substance nor the same non-material substance pre-
serves the sameness of the person. For example, neither having the
same soul or Cartesian Ego on the one hand nor having the same body
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on the other hand will preserve the sameness of the person.34 It is,
rather, sameness of consciousness that makes sameness of persons.

Locke’s reason for this view about identity of persons is his
understanding of a person as a self: “Self is that conscious thinking
thing (whatever substance made up of, whether spiritual or material,
simple or compounded, it matters not) which is sensible or conscious
of pleasure and pain, capable of happiness or misery, and so is con-
cerned for itself as far as that consciousness extends.”35 Consciousness
is crucial to Locke and apparently consciousness might be had by a
Cartesian Ego or by a mere living body. Locke also says:

to find wherein personal identity consists, we must con-
sider what person stands for; which, I think, is a
thinking intelligent being that has reason and reflec-
tion and can consider itself as itself, the same think-
ing thing in different times and places; which it does
only by that consciousness which is inseparable from
thinking and, as it seems to me, essential to it: it
being impossible for anyone to perceive without per-
ceiving that he does perceive.36

The person, self, or thinking thing is like an eye with a mirror which
always sees itself as well as any object seen. This idea of the person as
self-conscious consciousness pushes the problem of persons one step
back. Now we must ask what consciousness is and why one can only
have consciousness along with self-consciousness.

Now we have seen that persons had been explicitly a subject of
philosophical conversation since the Stoics used the Greek term proso-
pon to mean “person” in the sense of “role.” The term “conscious-
ness,” however, comes on the scene about the same time as Locke, if
Wilkes is correct.37 Locke’s view apparently marks an important
departure where concepts of a person are concerned. To understand
Locke’s concept of consciousness we must, unfortunately, also look
into the mysterious concept of substance. We need to distinguish
continuity of consciousness from continuity of a thinking substance,
since Locke says persons are not thinking substances even though
they are thinking things.38

122

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



For Locke, a substance whether it is material, mental, or some-
thing else, is the thing which has qualities but is not itself a quality.
The things we can know through our five senses are qualities. For
example that a thing is round, red, and made of wax can be known
through the senses; therefore, roundness, redness, and being waxen are
qualities. What has these qualities is a substance, the thing that lies
beneath the qualities. That is almost all we know about substances—
that they have qualities.39 Perry, however, reads a little more than this
into Locke: “The concept of substance is of the ultimate things in a
causal sense: those things whose properties and relationships explain
(or would explain, if known) the properties and relationships of the
larger composite entities we deal with as human beings.”40 Substances
may be material or immaterial. Persons are composed of bodies—
which seem to be based on material substances—and minds—which
may be based on immaterial substances. Locke is not committed to
their immateriality, however; importantly, the substance which thinks,
possibly an immaterial substance, is not identified with the person as
it was for Descartes. Perry describes Locke’s concept as: “The sense
in which immaterial substances are said to think is analogous to the
sense in which our hands can be said to grasp things.”41 Now, if being
grasped is important, not which hand is doing the grasping, then one
hand will do as well as another. Being conscious is what is important
for persons, by Locke’s lights, and it is unimportant which things,
body, mind, or combination of these, support the consciousness. The
person is the thinking thing in the sense of the continuing con-
sciousness, no matter which substance is used to continue that con-
sciousness.

Consciousness is, if anything, even more mysterious than sub-
stance as explained by Locke. Consciousness includes memory and
knowledge of past events and current happenings as well as anticipa-
tion of the future. It is the source, according to Locke, not only of
our identity but of our concern for ourselves.42

Consider, first, a common understanding of consciousness today:
awareness of what is going on in oneself, particularly in one’s mind.
If I am unconscious, then my return to consciousness is a return to
knowing what is happening to me now, or at least how I perceive what
is happening, and knowing what I am thinking. It is as well a return
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to the knowledge of what I have done and am likely to do—in short,
a knowledge of who I am. As Noonan43 reads Locke, in addition to
this weak kind of consciousness as a kind of knowing one’s own cur-
rent states, there is a stronger type of consciousness frequently pre-
supposed by Locke, namely that of knowing together with someone.
Noonan tells us: “To be conscious of one’s acts is to share, qua wit-
ness, knowledge of their occurrence with oneself, qua agent. And hav-
ing been witness in this way to one’s own acts one can retain the
knowledge of them thus gained. It is such shared knowledge had by a
present self of a past self ’s actions which Locke thinks of as consti-
tuting personal identity.”44 Both the weak and the strong sense of
“consciousness” as used by Locke are senses in which we are not
always conscious even during our waking hours. A severely demented
human being may never be conscious in these senses, and most of us
are not so during our unreflective waking moments. Perhaps the cor-
rect notion of such consciousness as we have most of the day is a dis-
positional one. If I were to reflect, during my waking hours, I would
know who I am and thus be conscious in Locke’s strong sense.

“Consciousness” is, moreover, closely related to “conscience.”
The Oxford English Dictionary tells us that “consciousness,” in the
sense of internal knowledge or conviction, is especially of one’s own
innocence, guilt, or deficiencies. Locke is, of course, using the term
with this connotation of self-accusation since he is motivated by con-
cerns about the resurrection of the dead and Judgment Day. He is
thinking of the person who is conscious of former actions as punish-
able for those actions. Our current use of “consciousness” often
drops this connotation of blame, but we carry along as a primary con-
cept of a person the one Locke fashioned using consciousness. That
is why it is often said that a person must have the capacity for self-
awareness. This rules out infants, the senile, and many other human
beings from the category of persons.

Because Locke is fixated on the Judgment Day when he speaks of
persons and their continuation through time and change, he intro-
duces some features into his theory that have been widely criticized.
The main implausibility is that the theory claims that we have only
done what we are conscious of having done.45 If I go through a period
of amnesia during which I remember nothing of my past life, I am, in
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Locke’s view, not the same person. Some might agree with this, but
Locke actually thinks that we cannot rightly be punished for anything
that we do not remember doing. If I should commit some heinous
crime when drunk and not recall it at all, then I have not done it and
cannot rightly be punished, according to Locke. He admits, of course,
that people will be punished for things they do not remember in our
merely human justice system; he reassures us that: “in the Great Day,
wherein the secrets of all hearts shall be laid open,…no one shall be
made to answer for what he knows nothing of.”46

God in His goodness, Locke tells us would not allow us to have
memories of things we did not actually do and, hence, to receive unde-
served punishment or reward.47 Outside of the religious picture, how-
ever, we must concern ourselves with this continuity-of-consciousness
criterion for persons because it is not at all evident that we very accu-
rately remember the things we have done or have done the things we
seem to remember. Is there something else in consciousness, as con-
ceived by Locke, besides memory that may provide a more adequate
picture of persons? According to Noonan, one of Locke’s early crit-
ics, Reid, claims that by “consciousness” Locke must just mean
“memory.”48 Later critics have by and large accepted Reid’s account of
Locke but, while memory is a crucial part of consciousness, con-
sciousness is broader. I may be conscious of a feeling of guilt when I
awake from a drunken rampage even if I cannot remember what I have
done. Locke’s insistence on our knowledge of past actions, however,
bars him from access to this broader concept of consciousness and
leaves him open to Reid’s interpretation that consciousness in this
context is memory. Locke’s account is therefore open to objections
which follow from that interpretation.

Even before we get into the traditional objections about the
nature of the narrower concept of memory, the problem of telling
what a person is and telling when one has the same person by appeal
to consciousness is this: we are not entirely clear what consciousness
is nor when we have the same consciousness. This is especially diffi-
cult since consciousness may be interrupted by sleep, for instance.
Why can it not, then, be interrupted by bodily death? Would it not be
strange to say that Socrates, Pilate, and Caesar Borgia were all the
same person? As long as they each were conscious of the actions of
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the one before, then this is what we would say by Locke’s approach.
Locke could reply, it seems, that, while this is logically possible, God
in His goodness would not let this happen.

Yet Locke cannot make this reply, given the rules he plays by. He
criticizes, for instance, those who would reject his idea that the iden-
tity of a human being, as opposed to a person, is dependent on “one
fitly organized body, continued under one organization of life.”49

Those who reject this criterion, Locke tells us, will not be able to say
that there is one person through all life’s developments unless they
also admit that Seth, Israel, Socrates, Pilate, St. Austin, and Caesar
Borgia could be one man.50 He objects that this is a strange way of
speaking. I submit that the same argument which disallows such odd
possibilities for humans also inveighs against Locke’s use of “person.”

Even if one is willing to accept the strangeness of Locke’s concept
of a person and to say that it is nonetheless one useful concept of a
person, there may be problems which undermine it entirely. What
kind of a thing is consciousness? Not a substance, apparently. It
seems then that consciousness is a property of humans; hence, being
a person is a property of a substance or substances. Locke handles
identity conditions in terms of special properties called “modes.”
More precisely, a mode is an aspect, that is, a fully instantiated prop-
erty, a particular not a universal. But it is not at all clear how we iden-
tify modes; hence, it is not clear what the identity criteria are for
persons. Locke’s solution is, officially, through spatio-temporal con-
tinuity and, unofficially and illegitimately, through reference to the
particulars that have the modes.51 Neither the official nor the unof-
ficial account could explain how it is that Socrates and Caesar Borgia
could be the same person, given one consciousness. Perhaps Locke’s
problem of identifying modes—and, hence, persons—over time
could be solved in terms of higher-order essential properties. We
might assert that two modes are identical if they share all their
essential higher-order properties in common, where “essential” 
would be defined so as to exclude space-time location and “higher
order” would exclude the modes themselves. Pursuing such an
account does not, however, look promising. If, on this account, two
simultaneously existing human beings have exactly the same memo-
ries, are they not the same person? The fact that the theory cannot
rule this out except by appeal to God’s goodness is, according to the
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rules Locke plays by when objecting to his opponents, ground enough
to reject the theory of persons Locke presents.52 In some cases, I
think, we can refuse to play by those rules which require us to stick
to common usage of the term “person.” We can find a use for Locke’s
concept of a person, sufficiently modified, to survive in the more sec-
ular contemporary debate.

What about Daphne?
We have to be careful to note what human beings Locke excludes from
being persons. Of Daphne, Locke would say she is the same human
being but not the same person as we knew prior to the dementia.
Indeed, it seems that, on his account, she would not be a person at all
now, assuming that she has no self-knowledge nor sufficient memory
to see herself as existing through time. Certainly I would go so far
with Locke as to say that Daphne does not bear responsibility for the
things she has done while in a demented state. To deny, however, the
status of a person to all who lose their memory and the ability to
know themselves leaves us in a bit of a quandary about how to treat
such human beings. We shall have to look to later developments of the
concept of a person for enlightenment.

What I like about Locke
Locke’s excusing the drunks is morally obtuse whatever we want to
say about my being the same person drunk as sober. Either we should
say I am the same person—and Locke’s criterion of continuous con-
sciousness is not the correct analysis of a person. Or we can agree
with Locke but point out that I chose temporarily to lose myself in
drink and that this choice makes me culpable for any evils which
result from my “absence.” Most of us think that drunk and sober I
am the same person, but you can well imagine someone saying that I
am a different person when drunk, meaning that my personality
changes radically.

Putting together Locke’s concepts of substance and conscious-
ness, it appears that Locke thinks of a person as a complex thing
formed out of more basic substances. As my body develops, the
changes happen to an underlying substance which persists. My con-
sciousness too, may be made up of a series of changes to a thinking
substance whether material or immaterial. Thus the person or self is
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a continuing consciousness making use of substances to live and
think. The man that I am came into being at conception and, by all
report, has continued uninterrupted to this day. The person who I am,
however, goes out of existence when I sleep. It flickered into being
about the age of two, when the earliest events of my life of which I
am conscious took place.

Locke is not too concerned about this patchy picture of a person
that his theory gives. He is quite happy to have gaps in persons
because of sleep or drunkenness. The religious person accepting
Locke’s theory could still find a way to provide for punishment of a
person’s drunken rage. On Judgment Day, perhaps, our memories will
be improved. Hell or heaven, I suppose, might well be perfect mem-
ory. Which of these two memories gives us would depend on how we
had lived, but Locke does not engage in such speculation. We should
not try to force Locke into a more sensible moral view about punish-
ment than he wished to hold. We should be careful, moreover, in the
contemporary secular uses we make of the Lockean concept of a per-
son. We must make do with our memories as they are in real life and
we cannot appeal to divine goodness to get us out of difficulties with
our concepts. Even those who agree on the existence of a personal
deity disagree on what His, Her, or Its goodness comes to. The exten-
sive use of Locke’s concepts today does not always make sense, given
the wider audience and the loss of the background assumptions con-
cerning resurrection and final judgment.

Even though Locke’s concept should not satisfy Locke, it has, his-
torically, been extremely influential in the separation of the concepts
of human being and person. Locke’s is also one of the first theories
of persons to rest the whole weight of morality on the concept of a
person, to the applause of some and the chagrin of others. Probably
we should settle on a view between the extremes, saying that there are
rights of persons which include the rights of human beings, while the
rights of human beings do not include the rights of persons.

Locke’s influence extends, however, much further than the moral
sphere. Even Locke’s style of argument, using thought experiments
and emphasizing common usage, set the tone for British and North
American philosophical debate on this topic up to the present day.
Locke must, therefore, be treated as a watershed. It will be difficult to
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retain whatever insights we may glean from prior philosophers simply
because their contributions are not in the style of Locke and do not
share his emphasis. We must be watchful lest these insights are locked
out.

The importance of memory may not be as great as Locke sup-
posed, but we must take it seriously. It is also a good idea to focus on
such abilities as consciousness independently of their causes or the
substance underlying them. We need not settle the debate between the
materialists and the dualists to talk sensibly about people.

Responsibility, which was much on Locke’s mind, seems to be a
key concept in our understanding of persons and the distinction of
persons as a group within that of human beings.

I also approve of Locke’s proposed general approach, which rules
out of court the appeal to God to get us out of trouble when puzzles
arise regarding identity or the nature of persons. Spinoza’s approach
is, from my perspective, too otherworldly. Cartesian Egos are a bit too
much like souls for me. Much of what Descartes has to say about peo-
ple as thinking things may be reworked without the baggage of reli-
gious metaphysics. In particular, we should focus on the subject of the
experiences, not just the experiences themselves. This strains against
Locke’s neutral position between materialism and dualism, but can be
brought inside its fold. From Hobbes we should retain the general
idea of the importance of the body. Putting all this together will be
an interesting cobbler’s job.

Content questions

1. How, in general, did the democratization of things intellectual,
through Erasmus and the humanists, affect the concept of a per-
son?

2. What were Erasmus’ objections to Catholics and to Protestants
regarding their views of persons?

3. Why did Montaigne think we would be unable to grasp the nature
of persons in general?

4. What is Galileo’s distinction between primary and secondary
qualities?

5. Briefly describe Hobbes’s general view of persons.
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6. How do rationalists disagree with empiricists?
7. What does Descartes mean by his famous saying, “I think; hence

I am”?
8. What is it that philosophers refer to as the “Cartesian Ego”?
9. Why can Descartes not use God’s beneficence to get him out of

skepticism?
10. How does Spinoza’s view of persons move away from individualism?
11. What preserves sameness of persons through time according to

Locke?
12. What is substance according to Locke?
13. Why is sameness of a thinking substance not sameness of a

person?
14. Explain why Locke’s view that we have only done what we are con-

scious of having done is controversial.
15. What does Locke think a person is?
16. Could various human beings through history be one person, in

Locke’s view? If so, why?
17. Why can Locke not appeal to God’s goodness to avoid problems

with identities of persons?

Arguments for analysis

Skeptics are those who disbelieve. What kind of skeptics they are
depends on what they disbelieve. A religious skeptic might doubt the
existence of souls, heaven, or God. Cartesian skeptics accept
Descartes’ arguments for doubting that we can know things other
than that we exist and that we have certain things going on in our
minds—that is, ideas in the broadest sense including feelings. Here I
will present some of Descartes’ arguments. It is debatable whether
Descartes himself was a Cartesian skeptic. In any case, his method is
to take into his system of belief only those beliefs of which he can be
certain. From these certain beliefs he will proceed by logically certain
steps until he builds up a system of belief free from error. The first
step is to throw out any belief that can be doubted, so Descartes con-
siders various classes of belief to see which are based on something
uncertain. He ends up throwing out most beliefs in the first of his
famous meditations. Here then are some arguments inspired by
Descartes’ first and second meditations.
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Argument 1: Doubting what we believe
First, to get beliefs that are certain, we cannot trust our senses: see-
ing, hearing, touch, taste, and smell. These sometimes deceive us.
Even if things seem very real to us, we might be dreaming. We can,
therefore, doubt that any of our perceptions correspond to something
real outside of our minds.

Second, in our search for certainty we cannot trust such analyti-
cal beliefs as those of mathematics. We make mathematical errors. It
may seem that some simple beliefs like 2 + 2 = 4 are certain even in
dreams. We could, however, be systematically deceived. What if an evil
demon had control of our minds and forced us to believe falsehoods
among our analytical beliefs? This is at least possible, so we cannot
accept such beliefs as certain.

While we do not typically think in terms of demons today, we
might update this last point. It may be that all human beings have too
little mental capacity to get to the truth through analytical, logical
operations. We might all share the same defect in our brains as a
genetic inheritance from our common ancestors.

Argument 2: There are beliefs left of which
we can be certain

Even if our senses and our inadequate analytical abilities systemati-
cally deceive us, there is nonetheless something each of us cannot
doubt. Each of us knows that “I exist,” is true each time that we think
or say it. That is the source of Descartes’ famous saying; “I think,
hence I am.” Descartes thinks we know this directly, intuitively,
beyond the power of argument to demonstrate. For those who would
like a reason, however, we can say that if I doubt that I exist, there
must be something doing the doubting—myself. Beyond this we can
be certain of the things that are directly present to our minds (ideas).
I know what I am thinking, feeling, apparently perceiving, doubting,
and imagining right now. I do not know that any of these ideas cor-
respond to reality in any way, but I do know they are in my mind right
now. That tells me what I am, a thinking thing. If Descartes left it
there, he would be a Cartesian skeptic. That is someone who is will-
ing to believe only that he is an existing, thinking thing with some
ideas, but who doubts the existence of everything else, people, things,
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God, and what have you. Descartes, however, gives an argument to
show that God exists. It is not a very strong argument. He says that
we are beings who have not the power to imagine a perfect God, but
we have an idea of God. He argues that only God could have given us
such an idea. Once he has a belief in a perfectly powerful and benev-
olent God—or at least says he has such a belief—Descartes goes on
to say that such a God would give us a chance. He would make our
experience correspond at least somewhat to reality. He would make
our analytical reasoning capable of finding the truth if we reason care-
fully and accept only what we know clearly and distinctly to be true.

Argument 3: Descartes does not defeat 
Cartesian skepticism

Descartes’ argument using a benevolent God to get us out of Carte-
sian skepticism does not work. The Cartesian skeptic can reply that
we should not suppose our reasoning ability is great enough to use
Descartes’ argument for the existence of God. We could be deceived
at each step in the argument by an evil demon or by our own inher-
ited incompetence. Since we cannot be certain that we are not so
deceived, we must remain skeptical about beliefs except for the belief
in our own existence and ideas. If you accept Descartes’ arguments in
his first meditation, you are left with no way to show that solipsism
is false. That is the view that there is only one mind in the universe
and you are it. The rest of us and all things that appear to you are fig-
ments of your imagination. This odd metaphysical thesis would solve
some of our problems about persons, since there is only one. It seems,
however, that Descartes has painted us into a corner.
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More Moderns

CHAPTER 6

Notes to chapter 6 are on pp. 480-81.
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Berkeley: The outer limits of empiricism

I f one takes seriously the idea that all of our knowledge is the result
of sensations of sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell, then one

can, paradoxically but consistently, deny the existence of the human
body or any material thing. A smell or a vision or a feel of something
is a mental event. As long as one has the right mental events in the
right order, then it will be as if there is an entire material world caus-
ing such mental events in material bodies. But matter is an unneces-
sary hypothesis. There might just be a natural world of minds and
ideas, including sensations. Natural laws, like that of gravity, would
really be shorthand predictions about which perceptions would follow
which perceptions. For example, if I perceive as if I drop a small object
near the surface of the earth, even though there are no such things as
material objects, then I will perceive as if that apparent object falls.
The whole of the material world would be a kind of virtual reality.
This world of ideas could, then, have a regularity just like the one
which our laws of physics describe. This, in fact, was the view adopted
by the eighteenth-century philosopher Bishop Berkeley.1



Persons as minds
Berkeley ’s idealism has a corollary relevant to our topic. His view was
that the idea of a person as an embodied mind or soul is incorrect.
Rather, he thought persons are just minds or souls. Minds perceive as
if they had bodies.

This idealist view of Berkeley ’s sounds strange to a materialist
Western audience but, in a country such as India where it is widely
believed that the material world is an illusion, Berkeley ’s philosophy
would be almost a commonplace. In some ways, it should not make
any difference whether we think we are all matter or all mind, as long
as we are made of only one kind of thing. In practice, however, ideal-
ists like Berkeley tend to be more interested in the spiritual side of
persons, and materialists tend to discount spirit. Reducing spirit to a
material phenomenon seems in practice to deprive it of some of its
grandeur and moral force, although it need not be so in theory.

Materialists tend to be less able than Berkeley was to deny the
importance of bodily suffering. While these are tendencies rather than
generalizations that hold for all idealists and materialists, the meta-
physical views about what people are do tend to have a profound
effect on moral views about the treatment of persons. It is interest-
ing, in any case, that the empiricism and materialism that are so influ-
ential in our current concepts of a person can be replaced without loss
by empiricism plus idealism. In a society in which metaphysical mate-
rialism is accompanied by the crass, commercial variety of material-
ism, perhaps a switch to Berkeley ’s strange view that we are minds
without bodies is not so crazy.

Leibniz against the drunks

On the continent, a theory in some ways similar to Locke’s was devel-
oped by Leibniz and then revised in the light of Locke’s contribution.
Leibniz’s work has been less influential than Locke’s because the
metaphysical system in which it is housed is much less tied to com-
mon sense than Locke’s own metaphysics. Like Descartes, Leibniz was
a rationalist, and, since Locke, rationalism has taken a beating at the
hands of empiricism in British and North American philosophy. Leib-
niz was, in any case, a philosopher and mathematician of genius whose
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ideas on identity in general have had a considerable impact on later
thought. Noonan points out, moreover, that Leibniz’s work on our
topic anticipated some arguments of great importance in contempo-
rary philosophy.2

Leibniz’s common sense
Leibniz originally put out a theory of persons in his Discourse On

Metaphysics prior to reading Locke. The two main similarities of Leib-
niz’s theory to Locke’s theory are in its being influenced by religious
belief in a way uncommon today and in the treatment of memory and
knowledge of the past self as necessary for continuation of the per-
son.3 With God in the background, Leibniz’s theory has to be adapted
with care to the contemporary secular debate, but—in spite of
Locke’s reputation for a philosophy tied to common sense and Leib-
niz’s reputation for weaving a metaphysical tapestry that only a
philosopher could believe—Leibniz’s views on persons run afoul of
fewer of the dictates of common sense than do Locke’s.

Because Locke thinks that only the same consciousness is needed
to keep the same person, one could change bodies and still be the
same person. This is not so for Leibniz. Not only is the same con-
sciousness, or at least memory, needed but the same substance is also
necessary to retain the person, and a substance cannot possibly be
emptied of one person to later house another—as Locke would think
possible, albeit unlikely. Thus Leibniz could freely maintain against
Locke—what most of us would accept, that a person does not become
another person when drunk just because, later, that person does not
remember the period of drunkenness. Even more remarkable is
Locke’s claim that the sober person should not be punished for what
the drunk—who is another person according to Locke—has done.
Leibniz’s way out of this, if he has one in his earlier work on persons,
would be to appeal to divine intervention. God does not let a single
person go out of existence.4 There are no persons popping into and
out of bodies. This preserves both our immortality and our moral
responsibility. It does not work, of course, without the background
religious doctrine. That is what contemporary theories will have to
replace outside of theology. With his later work, Leibniz gives us
some clues about how to do this.
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In spite of the antiquated language and the strength of the reli-
gious background, parts of Leibniz’s writings have a remarkably con-
temporary ring. This is particularly true in the New Essays Concerning
Understanding which he wrote in response to Locke.5 Here Leibniz
responds with revisions to the theory aimed at preventing such odd
consequences as the innocence of the sober person for the actions of
the blind-drunk. What he says is in fact an appeal to an incipient the-
ory of the unconscious.

Subconscious selves
Since Freud we take it as a commonplace that there is much to the
person beneath the tip of the iceberg: consciousness. Ralph Walker
claims that: “Leibniz was the first to introduce the idea of the uncon-
scious.”6 Instead of requiring actual memories of our past life, Leibniz
switches to requiring only a psychological continuity of the person
based partly on perceptions of the past of which we may be insensi-
ble.7 Walker reports that Leibniz: “points out that one can often recall
having perceived something—some detail of a familiar scene, per-
haps—although one did not notice it at the time: clearly one must
have perceived it without being aware of doing so.”8 Further in aid of
this drive to take the non-conscious part of the person seriously, note
that even an amnesiac does not lose all memory. Elements of the per-
sonality, abilities, and other features may remain. These are outside of
what Locke would call “consciousness.” These phenomena are some
evidence that Leibniz is right to deny that one can be stripped of all
perception of one’s past existence. Everything that happens to us
leaves some impression on us, although we might not be aware of it;
as Noonan puts it; “It is this continuity and interconnection of per-
ceptions which makes someone really the same individual.”9 Our
unconscious “memory” of our lives suffices to make us the same per-
sons we were during periods of our lives that we have forgotten.

Copies of persons
Leibniz also anticipates an important contemporary criticism of
Locke’s account given by Williams and known as the reduplication
argument. Consciousness is the only thing that distinguishes one per-
son from another, in Locke’s view. Leibniz points out that, however
unlikely it may be, there is no logical impossibility, according to

136

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



Locke, in there being a human being whose consciousness is indistin-
guishable from that of another concurrently existing human being.
There is then nothing to prevent us from saying that two human
beings are one person in such a case. Since it is absurd to think that
two human beings are one person, a theory that says so must itself be
absurd.

In the face of this objection, the Lockean is faced with biting the
rather hard bullet of admitting that two human beings could be one
person or adding something to the theory to prevent this conse-
quence. Remarkably, until Williams came up with another version of
Leibniz’s objection in 1956, this untoward consequence of Locke’s
theory went unnoticed.10 This rather belated attention to Leibniz’s
objection demonstrates the need to pay attention to the history of
philosophy.

A Lockean might reply that this thought experiment about two
people with the same consciousness—or each with a consciousness
indiscernible from the others—is not to the point after all. It will not
happen in the real world. This is a hard tack for the Lockean to take.
Locke himself is fond of thought experiments as ways of testing the
limits of our concepts. Lockeans could do this, however, if they are
willing to come up with a whole new slate of arguments for Locke’s
position, arguments which do not make essential use of such thought
experiments. It is much simpler to accept Leibniz’s recommendations
in some modified form. Few would accept his particular construal of
continuing substance, but some acceptance of the body, or at least the
brain, as crucial to the person is motivated by Leibniz’s objections.
The cure, however, is not simple, as we will see when we look at con-
temporary Lockeans, such as Derek Parfit, later on (see chapter 13).

Leibniz on identity
Before we bid adieu to Leibniz, for the time being, we should look at
his contribution to the concept of identity, since the concept of a per-
son is often understood, especially since Locke, in terms of personal
identity. The reason for the close association between the topics of
the nature of persons and personal identity is this: one knows the
nature of a kind of thing if and only if one knows how to distinguish
and identify particular things of that kind. I will know what persons
are, for instance, if and only if I know, in principle, how to tell persons
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apart and how to tell when I encounter the same person twice. Many
philosophers believe that there is something essential to persons,
something without which a being would not be a person. For Locke,
for instance, consciousness was this essence; so person A and person
B would turn out to be one and the same by virtue of having the same
consciousness. Leibniz thought this was necessary but not sufficient
for identity of persons. He has, moreover, a general answer to the
question of whether A and B, be they persons or whatever, are
identical.

A is identical to B, Leibniz asserts, if and only if A and B have all
their properties in common. This principle, called Leibniz’s law
(recall chapter 1), is not at all a simple principle, depending as it does
on what we mean by “property.” On most meanings of “property,”
however, half of the principle is uncontroversial: if A is identical to B,
then A has a property if and only if B has that property. If Andrew is
identical to Bob, for example, then Andrew is intelligent if and only
if Bob is intelligent. But look at the other half: if A and B have all
their properties in common, then A is identical to B. This principle is
also called the identity of indiscernibles. Is it necessarily true? Is it
possible for A to be totally indiscernible from B without their being
identical? Philosophers have been arguing about that ever since Leib-
niz said it. It turns out that there are many different things that one
could mean by this principle, some of which are necessarily true with-
out much doubt. The interesting versions, however, are still being
debated.11

With respect to Leibniz’s objection to Locke, the problem boils
down to roughly this. Suppose that A is a consciousness and B is a
consciousness. Suppose further that there is no property which A has
that B lacks, or vice versa. According to the identity of indiscernibles,
A and B are the same consciousness. If, however, A has the property
of being associated with the body of Alain and B has the property of
being associated with the body of Bernard, then we can distinguish 
A from B, given that we can distinguish their bodies. But this is not
the kind of distinction between one consciousness and another 
that Locke wants to use. Bodies are supposed to be non-essential 
to persons. We ought not refer to anything but some feature within
the consciousness itself, whatever that means, to distinguish that
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consciousness. Consciousness itself, moreover, is all there is to per-
sons. If, however, it is possible that Alain and Bernard could have
indiscernible consciousnesses, then we have to admit that it is possi-
ble that they are one and the same person with two different bodies.
This seems to Leibniz to be absurd.

Whether this objection really succeeds depends, however, on some
very complex issues. Not only does one have to clarify the real mean-
ing of “property” in this context, but one has to complicate the
appropriate principles, such as the identity of indiscernibles, to take
into account changes in an object across time which are not to be
understood in the same way as differences between two objects at a
given time. Such complexities will have to await discussion of the
contemporary debate about persons.

The subconscious and responsibility
This subtle kind of continuity through the subconscious may be
available to people even in severe dementia. Without the surface of
conscious self-awareness, one may be the same person underneath in
the poorly understood areas of the subconscious or non-conscious.
These areas of the person’s mind, as well as the conscious, may be
destroyed by brain damage, of course, but it is at least not necessar-
ily true that the loss of conscious self-awareness is the loss of what
underlies it as well. It seems to me that common sense would agree
with Leibniz in saying that people are, though greatly reduced in abil-
ity, still the same persons owing to other sorts of continuity, such as
the continuity of the body and the non-conscious mind.

Now, while Leibniz seems to me more in line with contemporary
common sense than is Locke, perhaps he carries his concept of person
a bit too far in the other direction. Locke gives the sober man no
responsibility for the drunk’s actions and Leibniz gives him full
responsibility. While, in my neck of the woods, we are becoming less
tolerant of drunkenness, full responsibility still seems too much to
most of my contemporaries. Often, today, we might consider drunk-
enness as a legal and a moral mitigation—an argument for lessening
responsibility and punishment—but not an excuse. If one kills while
drunk, one is guilty of getting drunk and creating the circumstances
for the tragedy. This is not, perhaps, as great a guilt as one bears for
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killing while sober in full knowledge of what one is doing, although
Mothers Against Drunk Drivers and Leibniz may not see it this way.
The controversial idea is that drunkenness is a mitigating but not
excusing factor where punishment is concerned. The culprit did not
have the appropriate mental attitude to be said to have done the act
completely intentionally. There is a problem that one may intend
things while drunk that one would never intend while sober, but we
only take sober intentions as the prerequisite for full culpability. It is
as if we think that a person has temporarily, though willfully, sus-
pended good character by deliberately becoming drunk. One can be
punished for the deliberate suspension, but one cannot be punished
fully for the acts while the suspension is in effect.

Consider now another kind of case, the case of a mental patient
who has a real fugue state (that is, dissociation of the personality),
supposing there are any such states. Such a person temporarily
acquires a different personality and memories. The temporary per-
sonality and the normal personality do not influence one another.
During the period away from the normal personality and memories,
the patient has committed murder. Should we punish the person who,
cured of the mental illness, remembers nothing of the murder? In a
recent case a woman was exonerated in court of murdering her mother
because she was temporarily in such a state as a result of taking pre-
scription sleeping pills. She took them as prescribed. Leibniz would
have counted her guilty. The testimony of others that she did such a
thing is enough to maintain what Leibniz called her “moral identity,”
which entails personal identity.12

Whether in fact Leibniz is going too far in such cases depends, 
in part, on how much we think we are responsible for programming
ourselves with our tendencies to act in certain ways when our minds
are absent. If such chosen tendencies really are operative when our
minds are absent, or our memories are not recording what we do, 
then perhaps our actions at such times flow freely from choices of
which we were conscious. There are documented cases of automatic
behaviour such as a doctor taking detailed notes in a thorough
examination of a patient but remembering nothing afterwards.13 If a
criminal were to commit a crime in such an automatic state and
remember nothing after the commission, then, even if we believed
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that the memory lapse were genuine, we might wish to place some
blame if we thought the crime flowed from a character deliberately
acquired. We might, in similar fashion, wish to praise the doctor for
being so practised in good routines as to care adequately for the
patient even though normal memory processes were suspended. On
the other hand, were the doctor to make an error under these condi-
tions, we might be less ready to blame the doctor. Our intuitions are
overtaxed in such cases because our concept of a person is fuzzy.
Leibniz, at least, knows what he would say about these situations. Part
of his confidence in his concepts, however, is based on his views about
what a benevolent God would permit to happen. Those who do not
believe in such a God or in the same workings of His benevolence will
want to tidy up the concept of a person to deal with fugue states and
automatic behaviour.

Wilkes suggests that we simply ought to deny the extreme impor-
tance of consciousness, our inheritance from Locke. Fugue states and
other dramatic aberrations in our lives are really no more a threat to
our continuity than sleep, in her view:

Longer-lasting fugues interrupt the unity and conti-
nuity of consciousness more dramatically and drasti-
cally; but, if they do not seem to disrupt our
intuition that we have, unproblematically, one and the
same person here, that must be because the unity or
continuity of consciousness, or perhaps even con-
sciousness itself, are not quite as important as one
might at first think.14

The problem, of course, is to say what really is important for conti-
nuity—that is survival—of persons. Leibniz has given us a start.

Butler and Reid reacting

If we leave Leibniz and cross both the channel separating Europe from
Britain and the gulf between the rationalists and the empiricists, we
find that there were other and more famous objections to Locke’s cri-
terion of personal identity coming from within the ranks of British
philosophers.
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Fear of change
Butler and Reid make the peculiarly Cartesian claim that persons are
indivisible, unchanging things. They are thinking of identity in terms
of Leibniz’s law or something like it. Any change of properties over
time would constitute difference. Any temporal period in which a
change of properties takes place will do. One second is enough. When
we talk about the same tree, for example, at an earlier time and a later
time, we really mean, according to Butler, two very similar trees.15 A
person, however, is unchanging and indivisible; so that person is the
same at earlier and later times. Butler and Reid are concerned to
found moral claims on the concept of person; so they return to some-
thing like the immortal, unchanging soul of the religious tradition
and reject the developing, changing consciousness that Locke has used
as the essence of the person.

The views of Butler and Reid about identity are confused. In try-
ing to say that any change makes for a difference of the earlier from
the later thing, they conflate identity across time with identity at a
time. Even if we accept the idea that a thing must be unchanging to
be self-identical over time, persons as conceived by Butler and Reid
would not fill the bill. After all, persons have bodies, and those bod-
ies change. We could then say that the earlier person has the property
of having a young body which the later person lacks; so the two per-
sons must be distinct. If Butler and Reid object that only properties
of the persons themselves—and not properties which relate them to
other things are relevant—then they are appealing to what have been
called “purely qualitative properties” as distinct from “relational
properties.” In fact, however, properties which seem to be purely qual-
itative all turn out to be relational. Being red, for example, may mean
appearing red to an observer within a certain frame of reference, or it
may mean reflecting light at so many Angstrom units of wavelength.
As I have argued elsewhere, there is no precise definition of “purely
qualitative property” that gets around the problem.16

Reid’s brave officer
Reid has, however, an objection which at least requires fans of Locke’s
memory criterion of identity to revise the criterion. Perry puts the cri-
terion this way: “Person-stages belong to the same person, if and only
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if the later could contain an experience which is a memory of a reflec-
tive awareness of an experience contained in the earlier.”17 Roughly, if
I remember something someone experienced from the inside as that
person would have experienced it, then I am that person. Memory is
taken to be veridical in this context. Merely seeming to remember
guarantees nothing. To have a genuine memory, I must be the person
who witnessed the event remembered.

Reid imagines a case in which this criterion leads to paradox.18

He imagines a boy who is flogged and who later becomes an officer
who performs a brave deed. The officer eventually becomes a general.
The officer remembers the flogging; so he and the boy are one. The
general remembers the brave deed; so he and the officer are one. The
general, however, fails to remember the flogging; so he and the boy are
two. This is, of course, absurd. If both the boy and the general are
identical to the officer, then they must be identical to one another.
Much of the contemporary work on personal identity is an attempt to
improve upon Locke’s criterion to make it immune to such objec-
tions.

Butler’s charge of circularity
Butler has, moreover, another objection of note, namely that Locke’s
account is circular. A problem arises when we consider how we iden-
tify memories, or consciousness. Butler considers it self-evident that
consciousness of personal identity presupposes, and therefore cannot
constitute, personal identity.19 One way to interpret what he is saying
is this: to say that consciousness A is identical to consciousness B is
to say that they are the consciousness of the same person. We can
hardly, therefore, define without circularity “same person” in terms of
“same consciousness,” since “same consciousness” has already been
defined in terms of “same person.” Noonan says that Locke can
respond to this charge of circularity since he distinguishes between
persons and thinking substances. Roughly, Noonan would say that
consciousness A is identical to consciousness B means that they are
the consciousness of the same thinking substance. “Same conscious-
ness” is, therefore, not defined in terms of “same person” after all.20

Both Butler and Reid, however, attack the distinction between
thinking substance and person. In Locke’s view the person is an evolv-
ing, changing sort of thing. The consciousness develops over time as
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it gains new perceptions and has new thoughts; so the person as a
thinking thing changes. Underlying this change is the mysterious,
unchanging thinking substance in which properties, such as the prop-
erty of being conscious, inhere. This substance is what some philoso-
phers have called a bare particular. All we know about the bare
particular is that it is whatever has the properties. Butler says that, if
a person is, as Locke says, a thinking intelligent being, then that per-
son is a substance, and Reid says about the same.21 This puts Locke
in hot water. He wanted to get away from worrying about mysterious
things like substances and to be neutral with respect to whether mate-
rial or non-material substance underlies consciousness. Only con-
sciousness itself was to be essential to persons.

Lockean responses
There are a number of ways for Lockeans to respond. Noonan sug-
gests Locke might just bite the bullet and say that thinking things are
not thinking substances. This apparently raises the odd question
whether, as Chisholm puts it, If I want my dinner, does it follow that
two of us want my dinner?22 In other words, do the thinking thing
and the thinking substance both want the dinner? According to Noo-
nan, to remain consistent Locke must say that the thinking substance
wants me, the thinking thing, to have my dinner and must think that
strange thought by thinking, I want my dinner.23 Once again, Locke
seems to be a long way from common sense. He can buy logical con-
sistency only by multiplying the entities that make up a person. Each
of us begins to look like a crowd. Perry, however, has suggested that I
think through the thinking substance as I grasp things with my
hand.24 I do not have to say that both my hand and I pick up my fork
to eat my dinner. Similarly, I do not have to say that two of us want
my dinner. My wanting is done with my thinking substance as my
grasping is done with my hand.

This still looks distant from common sense, but not so distant.
Common sense is, in any case, not always the most sensible view, but
if we accept the mysterious underlying substance and the rest of
Locke’s concept of a person, then we do so only because we are driven
to this mystery-laden doctrine. The empiricists, after all, wanted to
demystify our concepts, which they saw being routed into fantasy by
such rationalists as Descartes and Leibniz. As their views are pushed
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to the limit, we see the empiricist tradition garnering more mysteries.
Hume’s famous disappearing self is not the last but is the next mys-
tery to be considered.

Hume and our disappearance

Hume is almost out of place among the moderns. He is too contem-
porary in his motivation for his theory and in his kind of theory of
persons. As you have noticed, no doubt, God is still everywhere in the
modern period, as He was in the mediaeval period. Locke and Leibniz,
for instance, are motivated by religious concerns. Hume not only
drops the concern to explain such doctrines as that of the Judgment
Day, he plays by a tough new rule: when one’s theory implies the pos-
sibility of some absurdity, one may not call upon God to rescue the
theory. One cannot, for instance, say that God’s goodness would pre-
vent duplication of people or getting the memory of an action and,
therefore, the responsibility for that action, associated with the wrong
consciousness. What is new, then, about Hume is that he tries to give
arguments that will appeal to intellect only, not even indirectly to
faith. He was not a big hit with the clergy.

Where am I?
Hume, like Locke, is an empiricist. He observes that we have a con-
cept of a person and spends his efforts trying to explain how we could
come to have this fiction through ideas produced ultimately from
sensory input. That’s right; he does not think there are persons in
Locke’s sense. For Hume, there is just a powerful fiction that persons
exist. He reduces the metaphysical problems about persons and per-
sonal identity which we have been investigating to psychological
problems about how we could possibly be so deceived as to think that
persons exist and endure through time. It is hard to beat Hume for
sheer iconoclasm, but we contemporary philosophers have been trying
our best. The modern period has a lot of kick left in it following
Hume but ultimately his secular, ferocious style of thinking wins out.
Philosophers now demand that our concepts defend themselves, and
concepts are given no quarter. If a sanctified concept such as that of
a person appears to be contradictory, it gets the boot.
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At the outset of his discussion of personal identity, Hume sets up
the concept he is about to attack: “There are some philosophers, who
imagine we are every moment intimately conscious of what we call our
SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and
are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its per-
fect identity and simplicity.”25 Hume says that those of us who think
we are aware of our selves are imagining things. There is no self or
person continuing through time. Once people believed in the exis-
tence of unicorns—fabled horses with a single horn growing from the
middle of the forehead; one could explain a belief in unicorns by
pointing, perhaps, to the remains of beached narwhals, which might
have been the source of the idea of the unicorn. Hume takes his task
to be finding some cause of our belief in another fiction, that of the
self.

No doubt some readers are about to say, Hold on a minute
Hume! Although I do not expect to ever see a unicorn, I am intimately
acquainted with a self, mine.” “For my part,” Hume responds, “when
I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on
some particular perception or other.…I never can catch myself at any
time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the
perception.” From this Hume concludes that we are “nothing but a
bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each
other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and
movement.”26 Persons or selves are reduced to vortices in the great
stream of perceptions.

What Hume has jettisoned is what he would consider metaphys-
ical and religious baggage that merely encumbers our thought. Plato’s
doctrine of an immortal soul, which is carried on through the Chris-
tian philosophers, is given the heave-ho. Not since Aristotle had there
been such an influential secular philosopher as Hume and, while Aris-
totle just got rid of immortality, Hume wants to get completely rid
of the soul or substance underlying consciousness. Look inside,
Hume says, and what you see is what you get: “The mind is a kind of
theatre, where several perceptions successively make their appearance;
pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures
and situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor
identity in different.”27 Once he gets rid of the religious need for an
immortal soul or substance which remains through change, Hume
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finds only a constantly changing river of consciousness. He takes
Heraclitus’ dictum literally—one cannot step into the same river
twice.

Identity oversimplified
Like Butler and Reid, Hume takes the simplistic concept of iden-
tity—which led to the concept of substance in the first place—and
objects to the identity through time of anything like Locke’s concept
of a person. More than this, however, he realizes that the concept of
an immortal, simple substance of the sort Butler and Reid would sub-
stitute is not possible. Nothing can endure through time without
changing some of its properties. As long as a change of properties
guarantees a loss of identity, Hume avers that this entails that noth-
ing can endure through time. Objects we think of as enduring are
really just a series of very similar things. We ourselves are such
series.28 We take similarity to be identity, just as the ignorant once
may have taken a narwhal’s tusk to be the horn of a unicorn.

Hume has other things to say about his predecessors, things which
are less than complimentary. Memory as a criterion of identity—which
is in effect Locke’s criterion—comes in for some criticism. Even those
who favour Locke’s criterion would have to admit that Hume is per-
suasive when he says: “memory does not so much produce as discover per-
sonal identity, by shewing us the relation of cause and effect among
our different perceptions.”29 Since we do not remember our entire
lives, memory just helps us to see how we are each a chain of causes
and effects, a stream of causally related perceptions. With memory to
show us parts of the stream, we extrapolate to fill in the rest and
thereby come to our concept of ourselves. What Hume is pointing out
here is that our concept of personal identity—he does not really accept
it as identity—comprises much more than an intellect with a memory.
Emotions, imagination, sensations, and other events in this stream of
perceptions are seen as part of the self with the aid of memory as we
fill in the blanks in our causal story: “’Twill be incumbent on those,
who affirm that memory produces entirely our personal identity, to
give a reason why we can thus extend our identity beyond our mem-
ory.”30 Since Hume’s critique, followers of Locke have, by and large,
extended the description of psychological phenomena which they
appeal to in producing a concept of a person.
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Ahead of his time
Another feature of Hume’s account, which has a decidedly contem-
porary ring to it, is his claim that many questions regarding personal
identity have no answer or must be settled by semantic fiat rather
than philosophical investigation. When we ask whether, in principle, a
person can survive such and such changes, we may stretch the concept
of a person beyond its limits. Because we have not genuine identity,
according to Hume, but degrees of similarity, there are bound to be
cases where, because similarity varies by subtle degrees, we enter a grey
area in the meaning of “same person.” Disputes in such cases are, by
Hume’s lights, merely verbal. We simply have to make a legislative
definition of “same person” to decide how much difference will be
tolerated before we give up our fiction of personal identity.31

Since Hume’s time, many philosophers have tried to defeat his
skeptical arguments about persons, and many have tried to develop
and refine them. This debate is still very vigorous and it is generally
carried on using Hume’s methods. Reducing apparent questions of
metaphysics to verbal disputes, for example, is a very popular con-
temporary gambit anticipated by Hume.

Hume did a great deal, as well, to contribute to the current fash-
ion of keeping philosophy and theology independent. But Hume was
much ahead of the fashions, and later philosophers returned to the
religious fold. They did so, however, as much more knowing sheep
than their forerunners. The chains of church dogma, which had long
been loosened, were now borne only voluntarily.

What about Daphne?
If, as Berkeley supposes, persons are just minds, their bodies mere
illusions, then Daphne is more severely reduced than would appear.
Her body is almost all that remains. Leibniz would tell us that, even
though her conscious mind is all but gone, there may remain non-
conscious features of Daphne’s mind which preserve continuity. So
strong are such features as preservatives that Daphne would even be
considered morally responsible, on this view, for things she did as she
was descending into dementia. Her disease, multiple sclerosis, causes
personality changes as it attacks the brain. Daphne said and did hurt-
ful things in her downward slide for which I and others did not hold
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her responsible. After all, her inhibitions were removed by the disease
and inhibitions are things we cultivate in keeping up our own charac-
ters and personalities. Leibniz seems to go too far.

On the other hand, Leibniz’s solutions seem preferable to Butler
and Reid’s mysterious underlying substance or to Locke’s memory cri-
terion of identity. The non-conscious part of ourselves is not to be
neglected. Indeed, Hume’s disappearing act is premised on there being
nothing to us but what is on the surface of the mind. He would say
that Daphne is a stream of ideas, sensations, and perceptions which has
narrowed from a torrent to a trickle. He solves the problem by destroy-
ing the concept of a person, or attempting to do so. Daphne is in no
worse state than any of us are, through Hume’s approach.

As the religious doctrine of the soul loses its grip on our concept
of a person, the danger arises that human beings with severe demen-
tia and other kinds of mental incompetence will be treated as unwor-
thy of concern. Taking Hume seriously, however, we can determine the
extension of the concept of a person in a conventional fashion. Our
conventions can be tailored to match our pre-existing moral concerns.
If we want to include the demented in the moral community, then—
given the power of the term “person” in our moral discourse—we
should arrange our conventions so as to call demented human beings
“persons” both before and after a tragic decline into dementia. This
does not presuppose that sameness of persons is preserved through
such a decline. Suppose your mother, through Alzheimer’s disease,
becomes severely mentally disabled. She is still, under such tragic cir-
cumstances, a person. Since she does not remember you or her earlier
life and since most of her abilities have changed, we might adopt con-
ventions to ensure that, although she is not the same person who
raised you, she is the same human being. This preserves some conti-
nuity for moral and emotional purposes but avoids pretence.

Another way of looking at the situation through Hume’s specta-
cles would show us that one who suffers a decline into dementia has
not lost status, metaphysically speaking, as a result of her great loss.
We should not concern ourselves with the question of whether she is
the same person she once was, since none of us is. Her life took an
unexpected course, much as a river whose bed is upturned by an earth-
quake. We, most of us, hope for a less dramatic course. In any case,
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the kind of survival we ask about with Locke hovering in the back-
ground does not take place for any of us, if Hume is right. There is
no enduring self to survive. In Locke’s terms, using the distinction
between human beings and persons, there are no persons—just
human beings who have, at any given time, a fiction about being per-
sons who have survived from an earlier time. By Hume’s standards,
you cannot meet the same person twice, not even in the mirror.

What I like about these moderns
Leibniz’s emphasis on things other than consciousness to preserve
continuity of persons is a healthy emphasis. The body and the non-
conscious mind must be kept in view. Memory should not be put
above all else, given the problems to which Locke is heir. Hume points
out the need for a much clearer understanding of what it is we are
looking for when we ask about identity. He is also right to point out
the conventional nature of the concept of a person, though I think we
can take his point without his iconoclasm.

It is time to swim the channel again, if only to escape from such
hard-nosed British philosophers as Hume. We will see what comfort
we can find among the elegant continental philosophers.

Content questions

1. What is Berkeley ’s idealism?
2. How does Leibniz avoid an odd consequence of Locke’s view of

persons, that we are not morally responsible for doing things we
have forgotten doing?

3. What is the contemporary objection to Locke by Williams that
Leibniz gave long before?

4. What do Butler and Reid think preserves personal identity?
5. Why can we not identify people by their purely qualitative (non-

relational) properties?
6. How does Reid object to Locke’s memory criterion of personal

identity?
7. Explain Butler’s circularity objection to Locke’s criterion.
8. What does Noonan suggest in reply to Butler, and how does

Chisholm object? Give Perry ’s reply to Chisholm.
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9. Why does Hume not think there is a self over and above the per-
ceptions a person has?

10. How does Hume avoid the problem of identity of persons
through time?

Arguments for analysis

You should find neither of the following arguments fully convincing.
Can you extend the debate between idealists and dualists or material-
ists? Berkeley’s Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous is one place to
look for a series of arguments and counter-arguments on this topic.

Argument 1: Persons as minds
Recall the discussion of materialism, dualism, idealism and neutral
monism in chapter 1. Berkeley takes the empiricist program to its log-
ical conclusion in idealism. Persons are just minds with ideas. Here is
an argument for the conclusion that matter is an unnecessary hypoth-
esis. This argument presupposes the experience principle: as empiricists,
we should not affirm the existence of that which we do not experience.

We do not directly experience matter. We experience, rather, the
properties of things that we suppose inhere in matter. For example, we
experience the redness, roundness, and elasticity of a red rubber ball.
We do not experience matter or its cousin, substance. In fact, redness,
roundness, and elasticity are ideas in our minds. We accept the
hypothesis that there is a material ball causing these ideas. It is, how-
ever, not at all clear why we should think that matter, whatever that is,
can have any causal effect on mind. Our minds and ideas, on the other
hand, are things with which we are directly acquainted and we do not
need mysteries to explain them. What we have knowledge of is a reg-
ular sequence of ideas. When I bounce the ball, I have a predictable
series of ideas of redness, roundness, and motion. To say that there is
an additional material ball in a material world independent of my
mind does not help. I should say, rather, that the world is just the
sequence of ideas that minds have. The regularity of the world that
science studies is just the regularity of the sequences of ideas that
exist. Objects, such as the ball, are just semi-permanent possibilities
of perception. When I have ideas that I describe as looking in the
closet for the ball, I have the ideas that make up the ball. I will have
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such ideas just as long as some mind has had the ideas we refer to by
saying, I left the ball in the closet. To say the ball ceases to exist is
just to say that no mind will have perceptions of it in future. We know
persons, like the ball, as sequences of perceptions. To themselves per-
sons are known both by perception and by other ideas, such as mem-
ories. The notion of a material body is no more helpful in
understanding a person than it is in understanding the ball. Minds
and ideas (in the broad sense including any experiences) are all that
we need to have a universe such as the one we know by experience.
Matter is an unnecessary hypothesis.

Argument 2: Objection by way of solipsism
Unless I want to accept the outrageous view that I am the only mind
or person in the universe, I must reject the experience principle. We
do not experience other minds. We have only our perceptions of oth-
ers’ words and bodies to assure us that others exist. We must infer the
existence of things by their appearances. Just as we may infer the exis-
tence of other minds from experience, we may infer the existence of
material things by experience. The persons-as-minds argument
assumes that appearances can exist on their own without anything to
appear. Supposing that the world is a sequence of uncaused appear-
ances does not simplify our hypotheses; it mystifies them. It provides
no way of explaining why those appearances persist for a while or why
distinct minds experience similar appearances. The existence of mate-
rial objects provides a cause for the appearances. Matter is a necessary
hypothesis, for it provides the simplest way of explaining what we see.

Argument 3: The drunks argument against Locke
A common kind of counter-example to Locke involves showing that
persons who deliberately abandon their own consciousness could avoid
responsibility for what they do. Suppose, for example, that Terence
intentionally drinks alcohol to excess. While drunk, Terence commits
horrendously immoral acts. When Terence is sober, he does not remem-
ber what he has done. According to Locke’s view, he should not be held
morally responsible for what he has done while drunk, since that per-
son is not really identical to the sober man. This licenses the worst
crimes, so Locke’s memory criterion of identity must be mistaken.
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Argument 4: Reid’s person-stages objection
Locke’s memory criterion of personal identity is explained on page
143. Roughly who you are depends on what you remember doing. You
are the person who did those things, who witnessed and remembered
your own actions. Reid’s objection to this is also on page 143, but I
will explain it further here. Reid is giving a counter-example—an
example that shows that something is wrong with Locke’s criterion.
His argument based on this counter-example is a reductio of Locke’s
criterion (that is, he tries to show it has absurd consequences). Sup-
pose Locke’s memory criterion is correct. Now consider a human
being through three stages of life: being a boy, being an adult, and
being a senior. Call the persons associated with the human being in
these three stages x, y, and z. Suppose the person y remembers the
actions of x. It follows, by Locke’s criterion, that y is x. The person
in stage z remembers the actions of y but does not remember the
actions of x. It follows, by Locke’s criterion, that z is y but z is not x.
Now since z is y and y is x, it follows that z is x. Therefore, z is x and
z is not x, but this is absurd. We must, therefore, reject the memory
criterion that leads to this absurdity.

Argument 5: Butler’s circularity objection
According to Locke, A and B are the same person if B shares A’s mem-
ories. To tell whether they are really the same memories that are
shared, we must be sure that they are the memories of the same per-
sons. Thus sameness of persons is defined in terms of sameness of
memories and sameness of memories is defined in terms of sameness
of persons. To use Locke’s memory criterion of identity we would
have to go around in circles. Therefore, Locke’s memory criterion of
identity must be mistaken.

Argument 6: Hume’s disappearing act
This argument also presupposes the experience principle: as empiricists,
we should not affirm the existence of that which we do not experi-
ence. If we have a self that is constantly the same throughout our
changes of mind and body, then we must be aware of the self. We
would have a constant sensation of the self throughout our lives.
When we introspect, however, we only notice changing ideas, feelings,
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perceptions, and the like. Therefore, there is no constant self in any
of us. A consequence of this argument is that persons are just fictions
if we think of persons as existing through time. We are each a
sequence of similar things, not one constantly existing thing. A pre-
supposition of this argument is that experiences can exist without
someone to experience them. Instead of minds, persons, or selves,
there are just sequences of experiences.
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Yet More Moderns

CHAPTER 7

Notes to chapter 7 are on pp. 481-83.
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The late modern emphasis on morality

I n the latter half of the modern era, widely differing views of what
we are were proposed. A common thread, however, was the primacy

of ethical concerns in the development of concepts of a person.

Rousseau
Rousseau makes a passionate attempt to give philosophy a human face.
In the age of the Enlightenment the glorification of the intellect over
the heart had furthered the concept of a person as an intellect with
whatever else is needed to keep that intellect going. This was sometimes
a tendency in the Middle Ages as well, as we have seen with Aquinas.
Yet, in mediaeval times, the tendency was moderated by the emphasis
on faith. As faith gave way to reason in the Enlightenment, admiration
for the intellect knew no bounds. Rousseau dug in his heels.

Rousseau opposed equally the religious doctrine of original sin
and the Enlightenment doctrine of the betterment of persons through
intellect. He viewed people as naturally good. Education and civiliza-
tion, however, destroyed this natural goodness. In his view, a native
morality common to simple folk belied the theological doctrine of the



evil inherent in people and was evidence against the efficacy of edu-
cation. Education achieved its ill effect by suppressing the individual
personality and making us all conform in manners and dress.1 This
makes it difficult to read people’s hearts and minds; thus, deception
and other vices are made easier.

Rousseau, then, is among those who promote the view of persons
as individuals. His thought is important in the long tradition of the
West moving away from the Oriental attraction to absorption of the
individual into the universe or at least into some larger social group.
At the same time, Rousseau is concerned to prevent the egoism that
comes from overemphasizing the individual. Rather, he seeks to
achieve the preservation of the native morality in us through the fur-
thering of individual character.

What about Daphne?
Although Daphne’s character outlived her intellect, she no longer had
any way of furthering or expressing the character she once developed.
Her options for individuality and morality are closed.

What I like about Rousseau
Rousseau champions the individual which, within certain limits, I
approve. The idea that people are naturally good is also attractive,
though sometimes it seems daft. When, however, I see the wicked
world as peopled by a species most motivated by greed and fear, I
remind myself that the opportunities for evil are far greater than
those of which people take advantage. That slavery, for example, is
widely shunned though not totally abolished, cannot be explained by
base motives alone.

Kant
Although Kant admired and was strongly influenced by Rousseau,
Kant wished to take morality out of the affective realm and back to
that of the intellect. His view of persons as moral beings depends on
their being quintessentially rational. Kant, however, like Rousseau,
champions the individual. Kant advises us to: 

Act in such a way that you always treat humanity,
whether in your own person or in the person of any
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other, never simply as a means, but always at the same
time as an end. [He further clarifies:] Only rational
agents or persons can be ends in themselves. As they
alone can have an unconditioned and absolute value,
it is wrong to use them simply as means to an end
whose value is only relative.2

Here we have two of the themes we have noted in earlier developments
of the concept of a person: the heavy emphasis on rationality as essen-
tial to persons and their being valued above all else. Kant is telling us
that we may not use persons only to achieve goals; rather, all our goals
must be subject to the betterment of people.

Kant sees as the enemy not merely the herding effects of educa-
tion, which Rousseau decried, but utilitarianism. Utilitarianism takes
the happiness of the greatest number of people to be the moral guide.
Kant thinks that one may not trample on the rights of the individual
in order to achieve this mass happiness. The terms in which I have put
this may be somewhat anachronistic, but later philosophers who
defended utilitarianism found in Kant their major opponent.

The emphasis on metaphysics (the theory of reality) and episte-
mology (the theory of knowledge) in the British empiricist tradition
of Locke, Berkeley, and Hume finds its place in Kant’s work as well,
but always in balance with ethics (the theory of moral value). As the
concept of a person is central to Kantian moral theory, Kant must
reject the Humean skepticism about persons. The empiricists, who
began with a return to common sense, ended with the Berkeleyan view
that persons are mere disembodied minds or the Humean view that
there are no persons.

Kant believes, contrary to Hume, that perceptions must occur in
a perceiver. The mere fact that we have knowledge and experience in a
unified way necessarily implies that there is a unified self having the
experience, but this is no guarantee that there is a single subject of
experience over time.3 Something has to hold memory, imagination,
sensation, and the various faculties of the mind together during a
given period of consciousness. Persons, however, if they exist over a
longer time than just a brief period of self-consciousness, cannot be
proven to do so. Kant says:
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For since the only permanent appearance which we
encounter in the soul is the representation “I” that
accompanies and connects them all, we are unable to
prove that this “I,” a mere thought, may not be in the
same state of flux as the other thoughts which, by
means of it, are linked up with one another.4

We could—given the evidence of introspection—be nothing more than
a series of persons each of us deceived into thinking that we are each
one with the earlier ones. This is only a mild improvement on Hume’s
doctrine that we do not exist as continuing selves at all. Kant does,
however, believe in our continuity, for moral rather than metaphysical
reasons. Indeed, as we see below, he believes in our immortality.

Contrary to Berkeley, Kant believes that perceptions of objects are
caused by objects outside the mind. Kant, however, distinguishes the
things as we see them (phenomena) from the things as they are
(noumena). On Korner’s interpretation of Kant, persons too are
apprehended by us in the phenomenal world, though they have
noumenal existence which we cannot know.5 We cannot even know our
noumenal selves, though we can know that we exist. Without the per-
son, there would be no experience, but the person as noumenon is
beyond her own realm of knowledge. Hume was right to think he could
not know himself but wrong to suppose there was nothing to know.

This qualified denial of what, from a Kantian point of view, are
the excesses of the empiricists is crucial to Kant’s moral theory as
well. By limiting our knowledge to the phenomenal world, he is able
to explain how there can be personal freedom. While my every action
seems to be an event caused by other events in the phenomenal realm,
for me to be morally responsible for my actions is for me to be free
to have done otherwise. This antinomy of caused actions being free
is, in Kant’s view, explained by making freedom a feature of the mys-
terious, unknowable noumenal realm. We are empirically causally
determined but transcendentally free. In other words, we are caused as
phenomena, but we are free as noumena. Although we cannot under-
stand our freedom as it lies in the noumenal realm, which is beyond
our knowledge, we can nonetheless exercise our freedom.6 To do so
rightly, we must obey a moral law, the categorical imperative, which
can be known by reason alone.

158

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



One of Kant’s formulations of this law encapsulates Kant’s
famous doctrine noted above that persons must be treated as ends and
not simply as means. That is, persons are not to be used only as tools
to achieve goals; rather, valuing persons must be central to our goals.
Because no person can be discounted as a mere means to achieving the
goals of others, we are all required, according to Kant, to act only on
rules that we could, without contradictory purposes, universalize. For
us to universalize a rule is to accept it as a rule for all people who find
themselves in a situation similar to the one in which we are acting.
Kant believes that reason alone will tell us which rules can be univer-
salized. Those that cannot be rationally universalized will lead us to
contradictory desires when we accept such rules for all. We would
want opposite kinds of things to happen, if we wanted such a rule to
be universally followed. For example, if we try to justify breaking
promises to create good outcomes, then we might, in effect, wish for
promises to go out of style and wish to benefit from making false
promises. The rule we are following—break a promise when it leads
to good results—is a rule we cannot rationally universalize. Kant
thinks that, when we contemplate universalizing a bad rule of action,
we are trying to have our cake and eat it too.

This Kantian view of persons, reason, and morals is an extreme
case of the emphasis of the intellectual component in persons. We are,
for Kant, essentially rational beings. In this lies our value. We must
recognize the same value in all other persons.7

Kant does not, of course, deny our affective features. He believes,
however, that the emotions have absolutely no place in moral decision
making. His is a stern view of duty understood by reason alone. Most
people, he knows, will be guided by moral sentiments. In truth, how-
ever, the real reason that what they do is right is that it conforms to
the moral law, the categorical imperative.8

Kant affirms, moreover, that nothing is good in itself except a
good will.9 It is not the consequences of our actions which make the
actions right, but the intentions we have when we do them. The
imperfection of this world is such, however, that the consequences of
the exercise of a good will may not lead to happiness. Virtue is not
often rewarded. Our reason tells us that virtue and happiness ought
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to coincide, an idea which leads us inevitably to postulate our immor-
tality; otherwise there would not be enough time for us to achieve the
moral perfection and consequent happiness for which we strive.10 So,
like Locke, Kant thinks that persons do not go out of existence. But,
while Locke took that as a starting point and tried to explain how we
could survive our bodily death with our responsibility intact, Kant
takes responsibility and perfectibility of persons as given, to deduce
our immortality. We are rational beings striving for moral perfection.
We need the time to achieve the goal, but our immortality cannot be
proven.11

While Kant’s views on immortality have not, perhaps, penetrated
popular morality, his view of persons as beings of intrinsic moral
worth is quite often taken to be common sense now. To some extent
it coincides with the long development of the idea of individual worth
which is central to the Western theological and philosophical tradi-
tions. Kant focuses that idea through a systematic philosophy. He
joins it, as well, with the Aristotelian view that rationality is crucial to
what we are. The principle that all persons, as rational beings, have
dignity and must be taken into account when our actions affect them
is an idea that has permeated the contemporary world. This principle
may be honoured more in the breach but is so generally accepted that
we feel we must rationalize each breach. For example, when bigots
mistreat a particular group of human beings, they may still feel con-
strained to deny that those in the group are “real persons” of the sort
they perceive themselves to be. Kant’s influence has seeped deeply
into our culture.

On the other hand, the centrality of rationality in what we are and
what we ought to do is often challenged. Kant’s influence on con-
temporary views of persons is moderated by a Rousseauesque appre-
ciation of the native moral sentiments. A psychopath, for instance,
may be perfectly rational in the sense of logically pursuing egoistic
goals. One might well say that the psychopath is, nonetheless, not a
complete person for lacking the native moral sentiments of compas-
sion and guilt. This is probably a more common contemporary
response than the Kantian approach of trying to show that psy-
chopaths are actually irrational since they universalize contradictory
rules.
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What about Daphne?
While Daphne appears to be absent from her body, which remains, Kan-
tians could believe that her unknowable self exists yet in the noumenal
realm. Her lack of ability to benefit others is, from a Kantian point of
view, irrelevant to the treatment she should get. Her value as a person
does not depend, as it does for Hobbes, on her place in the state or on
her capacity to improve the general welfare. Perhaps a Kantian could
argue also—as Kant does for our immortality—that Daphne’s conti-
nuity is morally necessary, though unknowable and unprovable.

What I like about Kant
One rather general contribution Kant has made to the debate con-
cerning persons is the demonstration that one can powerfully link
three approaches to the person: metaphysical, epistemological, and
ethical. These three pursue the questions of what we are, how we
know ourselves and other persons, and what we ought to do. Where
Kant has been unable to provide metaphysical proofs to his satisfac-
tion concerning the permanence of persons, he relies on the necessity
of our permanence for moral needs. Some would consider this a weak-
ness. Many philosophical discussions today of the popular topic of
personal identity narrow the approach to metaphysical questions
alone. The motivation, however, to pursue the metaphysical questions
and those of epistemology is often a moral one. This should be taken
to heart, so that the three approaches through metaphysics, episte-
mology, and ethics can provide checks and balances for one another.

Hegel: God is still almost everywhere
There was a strong reaction to Kant from a school of philosophy
known as German idealism or Absolute idealism. British and North
American philosophers tend to look on this school with the same
fondness that they display for German measles. Sallying forth into
this territory will no doubt earn me the wrath of the dyed-in-the-wool
subset of the Analytic philosophers of Britain and North America as
well as the equal ire of their implacable enemies on the continent.
That is a price I am prepared to pay for whatever insights about per-
sons we might glean from either the Absolute idealists or my inter-
pretation of them. Most philosophers on both sides of the great
schism are at least willing to listen.
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The main proponent of Absolute idealism was Hegel. Like Kant
and unlike most Analytic philosophers, Hegel was a system builder.
His main tool of construction was a method—dialectic, in which two
contradictory propositions, the thesis and the antithesis, are resolved
by a third, the synthesis. In Stumpf ’s assessment, applying dialectic
to the concept of being, Hegel ultimately concludes that the universe
is the product of an absolute mind.12 Aristotle had earlier thought of
the universe as a material organism with purposes realized in its parts,
but Hegel is denying the existence of matter, as Berkeley had done.
Hegel is also denying the separation of minds that Berkeley admitted.
All things in the universe are part of one mind, the Absolute. The uni-
verse is a person. Individual persons are merely part of this larger per-
son.

Stated baldly like that, the conclusion Hegel approaches with
infinite pains is rather hard for the Western mind to accept. It seems
more at home in some Eastern cultures, at least as perceived from the
West, where the individual is routinely subjugated to the group and
thought of as being reabsorbed into the One after death. This is not
too far from the mark. Individualism is dealt a glancing blow by
Hegel. He is, however, very much a Western thinker in many ways and
has a role for the individual person within the larger person of the
Absolute and in the political expression of that Absolute, the state.
The Absolute, moreover, is a dynamic evolving process,13 just as an
individual person is.

For Hegel, everything that is known or understood is related to
the Absolute idea or mind. This Absolute is all-encompassing; so we
can make sense of individual things or persons only as parts of the
Absolute. “The Absolute alone is true,” says Hegel,14 denying any use
for a knowledge of some relative truth which obtains within a limited
context. A piece of a puzzle cannot be understood on its own. As we
seek understanding, we move dialectically, synthesizing opposites
until we reach the Absolute, which makes the individual things and
persons comprehensible. This process is illustrated when a person
thinks of herself as opposed to things outside herself. There is sub-
jective awareness of the thing outside and the objective existence of
that thing independently of the person’s mind. The subjectivity and
the objectivity, thesis and antithesis, are synthesized in the Absolute.
When an individual person is aware of a thing outside herself, this is
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the Absolute being self-conscious, rather like Spinoza’s God. Individ-
ual persons are, then, the way in which the largest person, the
Absolute, knows itself. The subjective and the objective are unified in
this Absolute.15 The object is a thought of the Absolute. The person
thinking about the object is the Absolute’s self-reflection.

Seen from another point of view, objectively or from the outside,
a person is, in Hegel’s terms, a mechanism, a chemism, and a teleol-
ogy.16 Roughly, that means that we not only have mechanical and
chemical aspects but also a system of purposes, both our own and
those of the Absolute. Unlike mere machines or chemical reactions,
human beings are not merely to be understood in the realm of nature
which is governed by necessity. We are the self-awareness of the
Absolute and, hence, free to choose. In the context of Hegel’s philos-
ophy this freedom is best understood in Shakespeare’s apt phrase,
“There is a divinity that shapes our ends rough-hew them how we
will.”17 As the great, self-reflecting Absolute evolves through the ages,
we are free to go, in various ways, with the flow of this evolution or
to fight helplessly against it. We have room for a little swimming
across the current, but there is no going against it successfully.

None of what has been said so far implies that the individual per-
son is utterly subjugated to or absorbed into something beyond that
individual. Even though all persons are one in that they are all expres-
sions of the Absolute reflecting on itself, Hegel allows for many dif-
ferent sorts of self-reflection and, hence, room for individuality. The
worth of the individual which Kant emphasized, however, takes second
place to the worth of the group as the outcomes of Hegel’s meta-
physics for his moral and political philosophy unfold. Individual
political freedom is minimized. Hegel’s philosophy of history also
leaves scant room for that metaphysical freedom which is opposed to
determinism.

To begin with metaphysical freedom and individuality, these are
absorbed into the freedom of the Absolute itself. By Hegel’s
approach, history is a record of the growth and development of this
large person, the Absolute. What we see in history is the continual
revelation of the spirit or mind which is the Absolute. The Absolute
is evolving toward freedom, but the individual is merely expressing
the spirit of her age, a stage in the character development of a much
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larger person. She is caught up in and swept along by that spirit will
she, nil she.

As it is not the brute, but only the man that thinks,
he only—and only because he is a thinking being—
has Freedom. His consciousness imports this, that the
individual comprehends itself as a person, that is,
recognizes itself in its single existence as possessing
universality—as capable of abstraction from, and of
surrendering all specialty; and, therefore, as inher-
ently infinite.18

Here we see not only the familiar theme of rationality as essential to
a person but also the unfamiliar idea that both the properties of hav-
ing freedom and being a person require absorption of the individual,
surrendering of specialty, being a part of the infinite, the Absolute.

As for political freedom in Hegel’s view, the person who is most
free is one who accepts completely the bonds of moral and political
duty. This conclusion is also the end product of a line of dialectical
reasoning. The thesis is that the individual person has a right to
express individual freedom by, for instance, accumulating property.
Opposed to this are the requirements of morality, the duties which
restrict individual freedom. This antithesis is resolved with the thesis
into a synthesis in which a higher freedom is found in the harmoniz-
ing of the individual will with the universal will. The individual no
longer acts for herself but for all through the state. The state too is a
person and is “the embodiment of rational freedom.”19 The only acts
that one can rationally choose to do are those which are in accord with
the public good. Therefore, if one is both free and rational in what one
freely chooses, one accepts completely the bonds of social duty.

A theory like Hegel’s can easily be perverted to the purposes of a
selfish, totalitarian ruler. Hegel’s understanding of it was, however,
quite the opposite. Kaufmann tells us: “That history is the story of
the development of human freedom, is the central idea of Hegel’s phi-
losophy of history.”20 Hegel thinks of the Absolute evolving through
the history of humankind from the days of the single ruler, to the free
society supported by slaves, to the society where all are free: “Univer-
sal History exhibits the gradation in the development of that principle
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whose substantial purport is the consciousness of Freedom.”21 In spite
of Hegel’s intentions, his excessive faith in the ability and willingness
of people to act rationally leads him to put far too little caution in
his remarks about the state. Theoretically, Hegel exalts the individual
person as the Absolute being made self-aware. From a theological
viewpoint, the Absolute is God. A version of the ancient idea of the
divine in persons is thus preserved. One thinks as well of Spinoza’s
concept of a person. Hegel’s views on morality, freedom, and the state
are, nonetheless, effortlessly turned in their practical application to
the suppression of the individual.22 Although Hegel is a mystic of
sorts and furthers the Oriental ideal of absorption of the individual
person in a cosmic whole, he retains from Kant the requirement of
rationality for persons.

What about Daphne?
On the one hand, Daphne may be a person in the sense that she could
be one of the ways in which the Absolute contemplates itself. On the
other hand, it seems that Daphne cannot think in a way that would
allow her to comprehend herself as a person.

What I like about Hegel
Hegel provides a foil for the sort of philosopher I wish to emulate.
The grand system, impervious to evidence, the opaque style, and mys-
tic vision as opposed to precision are not my cup of tea.

Schopenhauer: God begins to disappear
Schopenhauer, whom Stumpf has with apt alliteration called “The
Prophet of Pessimism,”23 moves us further in the direction of con-
temporary concepts of persons by leaving behind in his account of
what is essential to persons both the divine and the rational intellec-
tual features. In his depiction of persons as totally driven by forces
beyond their control one sees a foreshadowing of some of the dim
views of persons which became popular in the post-Freudian world.

Schopenhauer takes as axiomatic the principle of sufficient reason
“that nothing is without a reason.”24 “Reason” is here used in the
sense of “cause.” Once one accepts such a principle, pessimism is jus-
tified. Every human action along with every other event must happen
of necessity. Free will is dead. We may be aware of our condition, but
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we can do nothing to alter it. At best one can view the spectacle of the
misery of humankind with the compassion and resignation which
come from generalizing love for an individual person to love for all
persons.

In the course of delineating this cheery doctrine, Schopenhauer
generates some interesting claims about persons. Self-awareness is
often taken to be an essential feature of persons, but few give an
account of what it is. How can the self be, simultaneously, the know-
ing subject and the object of knowledge? Schopenhauer explains that
the self that wills is the object of knowledge for the self as knowing
subject. He seems to be telling me that my intellect can step back and
take cognizance of that part of me which is moved to action by my
will. This use of the term “will” sounds peculiar to contemporary ears
since we are used to thinking of will as itself under the guidance of
reason. Schopenhauer, however, uses the term “will” as we might use
“drives” to indicate deep-seated forces moving the person to act in
ways that person cannot control. We can see the strings which move
our puppet limbs, but we cannot be our own puppeteers. In self-
awareness we come, sadly, to understand and see ourselves as puppets.
The intellect is powerless against this “blind incessant impulse.”25

This is most clear in the will to live which normally overpowers rea-
son.

This odd notion of the will as a cause that drives us to do the
things we do quite independently of reason is fundamental in
Schopenhauer’s worldview. This kind of will drives all events in the
world. He goes so far as to say the world is will. Clearly then, it would
be an error to say that will is merely what later psychiatrists might call
a subconscious drive. Will is broad enough to include types of energy
and causation which occur in totally non-personal entities. Schopen-
hauer thus associates what drives persons with what drives any event
in the universe. We are not different. We are absorbed into the gen-
eral, heaving, life-seeking but otherwise purposeless realm of nature.
For reasons in some respects different from Schopenhauer’s, our con-
temporaries often view persons as merely more complex processes in
the realm of natural processes. Although the scientific backdrop of
this contemporary view is more detailed, there is the shared faith in
the principle of sufficient reason which motivates both Schopenhauer
and these contemporaries to reduce persons to causal processes.
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What about Daphne?
Hegel and Schopenhauer both, in their different ways, see people as
in the grip of large forces beyond their control. It is the Absolute, not
the individual person here in the muck of the mundane, that is free.
Given such views, it is difficult to differentiate Daphne from the rest
of us. The Absolute is in an odd mood of self-contemplation in her
case. She has the advantage over the rest of us of being unaware of her
own condition, or so a pessimist like Schopenhauer might think.

What I like about Schopenhauer
The brief answer is not much. By focusing our attention on drives and
then causes that affect our decision, Schopenhauer makes us face the
problem of explaining what freedom of the will might be. The pes-
simistic view that persons are merely self-aware causal mechanisms is
far easier to defend than alternatives that take free choice seriously.

Bentham and Mill
The movement of the concepts of the person from the religious to the
secular realm was accelerated toward the end of the modern period.
The positivism of August Comte and John Stuart Mill did something
to move metaphysics more into the thought patterns of science and
away from those of religion. Religions tend to expect faith on non-
rational grounds. They treat the universe as either a person or some-
thing governed by an immensely powerful person or persons in whose
terms all things have a purpose. What positivism substitutes for this
universe with a purpose is a universe in which natural phenomena
occur in regular ways governed by discoverable natural laws, but a uni-
verse which, in itself, has no purpose. The anthropomorphic and ani-
mistic views of the world are replaced with one in which the world is
to be understood in terms of its regularity. This view puts persons in
a special category, since they have purposes and values while the rest
of the world does not. Such an understanding has made the immense
power of science possible in the contemporary period and has con-
tributed to its destructive tendencies. If nature is no longer our
mother, she can be used like a whore—so one would judge by our
present practice in which the planet, like an enslaved human, is being
used up. By treating our surroundings impersonally, we have threat-
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ened their continuance and, of course, our own. Not only are persons
not absorbed into a greater whole, they are encouraged to be so indi-
vidualistic as to, egoistically, ravage the world for their personal ben-
efit. Depending on what one thinks the results of less individualistic
policies will be, one may find a partial antidote to this rabid individ-
ualism in the influence of the utilitarians, including Mill, who
advanced positivism against the mother-nature view of the world.

In the interface between the modern and the contemporary peri-
ods, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill solidified and popularized
utilitarianism, a view about morality which had been growing in
strength since Hobbes’s time. Hobbes, Hume, and even Locke were
not utilitarians but foreshadowed what Bentham and Mill were to
champion, the utilitarian view that what is good is happiness and that,
hence, the right thing to do is what will create the greatest happiness
of the greatest number of people. This is a far cry from the more tra-
ditional views about goodness and right action. In particular the idea
that what is good is what God wills was replaced not only in the writ-
ings of these philosophers but in much of the realm of public affairs. Ben-
tham and Mill were passionate, energetic, and effective social
reformers.

The new ethics furthered by the utilitarians still competes with
ethical views which do not make the rightness of an action depend
only on the consequences of the action. Utilitarianism is, however,
easier to defend than many other views in the contemporary context.
Once one takes away a share in divinity as the source of the worth of
persons and once one adopts a scientific, investigative attitude to per-
sons, it is easier to support an ethics apparently based on observation.
Looking at people’s behaviour, we seem to see that they seek pleasure
and avoid pain. Thus there is nothing mysterious about the utilitar-
ian analysis of the good as pleasure. No appeal to the intrinsic worth
of persons is required.

On the other hand, utilitarians tend to ignore persons as individ-
uals in favour of the mass of persons. If one wants to maximize the
aggregate of happiness, attention to the individual is not always nec-
essary. In spite of the best efforts of Mill, this lessening of the impor-
tance of individual persons is a concomitant of the rise of
utilitarianism and the secularization of the concept of persons which
goes hand in hand with utilitarianism. If I have no individual rights,
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as act utilitarians claim, and I cannot say that my soul is special in the
eyes of God, then there is nothing to prevent society using me as a
means to the end of society ’s greater happiness, even if that results in
my own lifelong abject misery. Utilitarians do a cost-benefit analysis.
They find the unhappiness of one person justified by the happiness
of the many. Mill thought that the happiness of the many could best
be achieved by providing individuals with the liberty to make them-
selves happy, but that is a social/psychological claim which is open to
empirical study. It may turn out to be false. If so, the utilitarian prin-
ciples justify the absorption of the individual by the state.

One of the things I would like a concept of a person to provide is
a theoretical underpinning for a society that is tolerant of individual
difference without deifying it. Unfortunately, one can always find
social/scientific support for greatly limiting freedom of the individual
person, given that one’s goal is to maximize happiness. Consider, for
example, the uses to which Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of the stages of
moral development might be put. According to this theory, very few
people ever reach the stage of moral development in which they could
properly apply their freedom as Mill would hope they would. They
would not pursue their own happiness with respect for other people.26

This seems to license denying individual liberty to most people and
allowing it only to the highly developed few. This seems like a return
to Plato’s view of a just society in which the few ran the lives of the
others. The absorption of individuals by the state is assured.

By another criterion for judging concepts of a person the utili-
tarians fare somewhat better. In cases of mental incompetence, I
would like a concept which does not pin so much on rationality that
it excludes a person from consideration because of a loss of rational-
ity. The happiness of a mental incompetent is worth as much as the
happiness of the most rational member of society to utilitarians such
as Bentham and Mill. There are others who distinguish the kinds of
pleasures one may have and thus would value simple pleasures less
than those of which the incompetent is capable. Most utilitarians
would accept pleasure of any kind as on a par with pleasure of any
other kind.

This brings us to another feature of utilitarianism which may
inhibit the effects of rabid individualism. The idea that the person is
the crown of creation and may ravage the rest of the world for per-
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sonal betterment is blocked by this fact: animals feel pain and pleas-
ure. Since utilitarians view pleasure as good, the distinction between
animals and people is minimized. The line to draw in moral matters
is not between the rational and the non-rational but between sentient
and non-sentient beings. Singer approvingly quotes Bentham on this
score: “The day may come when the rest of the animal creation may
acquire those rights which never could have been withholden from
them but by the hand of tyranny.…The question is not, Can they rea-
son? nor Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?”27 The heirs of Hume
minimize the importance of the person as a metaphysical unit, a
chunk of reality, while the utilitarians undermine the importance of
the person as a moral unit, one whose interests must be considered
above those of other sentient beings. The influence of Hume’s meta-
physics and utilitarian ethics has the effect of widening our range of
concern. As we shall see below, Parfit views this as an improvement.
Certainly we have been woefully unconcerned about non-persons in
this world, but treating fish and people as on a par is more than most
of us wish to do to rectify this wrong. As a culture, we refuse to aban-
don the concept of a person, but we modify that concept to find a new
role for persons in a world which may no longer be dismissed as mere
material for our use.

What about Daphne?
The utilitarians tend to diminish the importance of the distinction of
people from other sentient beings. Whether or not we wish to say
Daphne is a person or is the same person will rely on our choice of
categories within an empirical framework, but it will have little effect
on the moral determination of the treatment Daphne should receive.
Though her pleasures may be rather limited from an intellectual point
of view, they weigh as heavily in the balance as those of the most
refined minds.

What I like about Bentham and Mill
The positivist substitution of the natural world for the supernatural
is a good trend in philosophy as is Bentham’s and Mill’s recognition
of the importance of pleasure; that is, they are good ideas if one does
not make a god of either science or pleasure. It seems to me impor-
tant to consider the pleasures which are peculiar to people, not just
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because of their intensity relative to those of other animals but
because of their difference in kind. People are animals who laugh.

Karl Marx and self-realization
We turn now to a system which paradoxically combines great respect
for individual persons with the advice that dictatorship will be
needed. Trigg claims28 that romantic individualism seemed to be
Marx’s aim for those who would enjoy that utopia that Marx pre-
dicted would arise once the state had withered away. Could he be talk-
ing about the Karl Marx? In fact, Marx is known to many of us only
through the caricature of his ideas which is seen in the media con-
trolled by those he threatened most. It will take a bit of explaining to
uncover the romantic individualist beneath the appearance of the
inhumane totalitarian.

Marx might not have too much sympathy with the attempt to
understand the concept of person except in so far as that is equiva-
lent to the task of saying what human nature is. On the one hand,
Marx seems to have believed that there was no invariant human nature
and, on the other, that it was the very thing that makes us essentially
human, or persons, which is alienated along with the products of our
labour in a capitalist society. Consider first Marx’s anti-essentialist
doctrine that we vary as chameleons against the background of our
society: “it is not the consciousness of men that determines their
being, but, on the contrary, their social being determines their con-
sciousness.”29

Some contend that, according to Marx, not only invariant con-
sciousness but an invariant human nature is non-existent. They
attribute to him the doctrine that so-called human nature is merely a
result of social forces.30 There is, however, the notion in Marx that
capitalist society alienates workers from the products of their labour
and, thereby, “each man is estranged from the other, as each of them
is from man’s essential nature.”31 What distinguishes people from
animals is that they produce the means of their own subsistence. The
need to work and to be fulfilled in work is natural to us.32 Here again
we see the person being defined in terms of ability—not the mere
ability to reason, but the ability to labour. Our need to identify our-
selves with what we produce by our labour is essential to our being
what we are. We are therefore depersonalized when the individual
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loses the means of production to the bourgeoisie, who distance us
from the products of our labour. Marx is here describing needs and
tendencies that, in some sense, are our nature.

Our nature does not, however, go so far as to include patterns of
behaviour which many have put under the umbrella of human nature.
That people are avaricious traders and fail to cooperate, for example,
is something that could be changed, given a sufficiently thorough dic-
tatorship of the proletariat which would enforce cooperation until it
became habitual. In the resulting cooperative utopia, the state—that
is, the dictatorship—withers away once enforcing cooperation is
unnecessary. In the cooperative, classless society Marx envisioned,
people would work creatively and be at one with both the products of
their labour and the others with whom they created and shared these
products. Cooperation would replace competition in human nature.

Marx thought this development would inevitably come. This con-
clusion came from his adaptation of Hegel’s view of history. Hegel
thought that the Absolute moved in its dialectic process through his-
tory to become ever more free. Marxist dialectic preserves this as the
freedom of the individual in the utopia that must eventually come. In
this anarchic, cooperative community we would be as free as
Rousseau’s noble savages, untrammelled by law. It is here that we see
Marx’s romantic individualism. Each person ought to be a free, cre-
ative being in harmony with other people and enjoying the full use of
her abilities to satisfy the needs of all. Marx, however, thought of
himself not as a romantic moralist like Rousseau but as a scientific
historian and futurist making an accurate prediction of the way in
which history must evolve.

This raises the question of determinism. If we are unable to resist
the currents of history, are we not simply playing roles in a drama
written before we were born? Do the concepts of a person which
require personal freedom to choose assume what is necessarily false?
Marx seems to allow personal freedom in resistance to or acquies-
cence in the inevitable. We can struggle to bring about or to prevent
the coming of a classless society, but it will come in any case. The fine
points of the metaphysical debates concerning what freedom is and
how people can have it do not seem to concern Marx. His is a phi-
losophy in which the details are not allowed to inhibit the call to
action.
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The dramatic failure of the Soviet Union to survive and to con-
vert Eastern Europe or its own republics to truly communist states
makes Marx’s view of history and of people seem dubious. Admittedly
his program required a worldwide revolution so that there would be
nowhere for capitalism to breed. That revolution looks like an ever
more distant prospect as people in the industrialized nations, where
the workers were expected to rise against the bourgeoisie, take the
money and run. Communist revolutions, as opposed to revolutions
against communism, were, when they were still occurring, much more
likely in agrarian countries of the Third World where people had
nearly nothing to lose. The abolition of private property appeals
mainly to those without any. Marxism is, however, flexible enough to
allow for backsliding. The Marxist faith is that the revolution will
come when history is good and ready. While recent events have given
capitalists confidence, the long term looks bad for the capitalist sys-
tem, which is devouring the ground on which it stands. The degrada-
tion of the environment may lead to cataclysms which, if they do not
promote Marxism, will at least undo its main opponent.

In any case, unless one sees in it the romantic, beautiful ideals of
fraternity and equality and the faith in people as naturally creative,
free, and cooperative, the Marxist picture of persons will be unintel-
ligible, and the Marxist fervour for revolution will be seen as pure
malevolence. The effect of this betrayed faith has often been a hor-
rific form of totalitarianism in which selfish party bosses enslave a
country and degrade the environment even more than capitalist indus-
try. This, of course, is not Marxism. It is what the failed attempts to
establish Marxist states have led to, and perhaps this is predictable,
given what people are really like. One cannot force cooperation.

In any case, to see Marxism through the caricatures in our news-
papers is to underestimate its power as a movement with romantic,
humanist ideals. In particular, one must see it as promising freedom
and self-realization of the individual person. That is why people fight
and die for it. Even within the most capitalist of societies, we accept
the need for the self-realization of people, which Marx preached, and
we have accepted many social reforms, which Marx envisaged, to this
end. Marx would think we will eventually come around once we stop
confusing real freedom with the free market. It is not clear to me from
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reading Marx what this real freedom comes to but, politically, it
involves the power to create things in which we take pride and to share
them with others in an environment where none are exploited, all con-
tributions are valued, and all needs are honoured. Once one under-
stands the ideal it becomes clear that the main sources of
disagreement which most people in capitalist democratic countries
have with Marx is over the questions of what people are like by nature
and, hence, how to achieve the ideal.

What about Daphne?
If the capacity to labour and the need to do so are what is distinctive
of persons, then few could have made better claim to the title of “per-
son” than Daphne prior to her illness. She was never still but in sleep.
Now it does seem as though the quiet woman who remains has lost
what was essential to be Daphne.

What I like about Marx
While Marx’s political theories seem ever more difficult to believe, it
is hard to disagree with the ideal of a society in which people are each
valued for their contribution, whatever it may be, each allowed self-
realization and freedom, not merely under the protection of law, but
through the voluntary cooperation of all. More pertinent to the topic
of persons is the Marxist faith that there is no human nature which
we cannot change. Rather than being like all animals driven by will, as
Schopenhauer would have it, we can change ourselves fundamentally
by changing the society around us. Whether we can effect such
changes or not, the relativity of the nature of persons to their envi-
ronment is an interesting idea.

Kierkegaard’s attempt to depose reason: God reappears
In Mill and Marx one sees philosophers who are utterly opposed to the
kind of philosophy done by Hegel, though not necessarily the struc-
ture of his theories. They might consider such systems as Hegel’s to
be castles in the air. They wanted philosophy which led to social
reform. Yet in their attempt to achieve hard-headed philosophical
views and to maintain what Russell would call “a robust sense of real-
ity,” each gives some attention to the humanist and romantic strains in
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our concepts of a person. Kierkegaard was a Danish philosopher of the
time who gave far more attention to these strains in his own rejection
of Hegel’s Absolute idealism. He wanted to preserve, in the face of the
scientific investigation of human beings and various kinds of materi-
alism, something essential to persons. Like Schopenhauer, he found
this in the will rather than in reason, but, dour as he might have been,
Kierkegaard was far from the pessimist Schopenhauer was. Freedom is
also central to the concept of a person left to us by Kierkegaard. The
themes Kierkegaard pursued became the core of the mighty existen-
tialist movement in Continental philosophy in our times.

Most importantly, against those such as Bentham who emphasize
the good of the whole, Kierkegaard focuses mainly on the individual.
Large systems, whether metaphysical or political, are to be understood
in terms of the individual rather than the other way around. This is
because, Kierkegaard postulated, it is the individual person’s act of
will, making a commitment, choosing between alternatives, that deter-
mines what is true. His subjectivist doctrine of truth is summed up
in his claim that “the highest truth attainable for an Existing indi-
vidual [is] an objective uncertainty held fast in the most passionate
personal experience.”33 Ultimately, the individual person must choose
what to believe. There is no objective certainty. There is no absolute.

Free choices are what make us what we are and choices present
themselves to us everywhere. The criteria for choosing are themselves
things we must choose on the basis of no higher criteria at all; that
is, they are absurdly chosen. According to MacIntyre, Kierkegaard
only sometimes restricts this sort of absurd starting point to the
realm of morals or religious faith,34 separating the kind of truth we
can attain in this area from that of science. Whatever the limits of his
subjectivist doctrine of truth, he does believe that people’s actions
cannot be explained by causes.35 He assumes that freedom of the will
is not compatible with causal determinism.

Like Marx, Kierkegaard is fundamentally concerned with self-real-
ization, but he sees it as coming through the exercise of free choice in
the development of personality. The Hegelian and Marxist idea that
the unfolding of history determines the individual is anathema to
Kierkegaard. There is, however, something like Hegelian dialectic in
the development of the individual person who, if fully developed,
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evolves through three stages of personality led by guilt and anxiety.
The initial stage of the aesthetic person is that of a sybarite in which
the person aims at maximizing personal sensual pleasure. From this
one may move to the ethical stage where one accepts the dictates of a
reasoned morality, as Socrates did. This, however, is where Western
philosophy has become stuck. Kierkegaard would have us go on to the
religious stage in which one overcomes reason, making a leap of faith
to believe what is rationally absurd. In this stage, one works out one’s
personal, subjective, and unique relationship to God. The ancient
Greek ideal of rational ethics is deposed in favour of faith.

Unlike the faith of Augustine or Aquinas, however, Kierkegaard’s
is a faith in spite of what reason tells us, not one that can be bol-
stered by argument. Complete self-realization is hindered, on
Kierkegaard’s view, by the addiction to rationality. His is, however,
not merely a non-rational philosophy. Reason must be given full
sway during the ethical stage of development; it is not, however, the
be-all and end-all in philosophical method. In this, Kierkegaard is
out of step with the majority of philosophers throughout history.
But his ideas on the limits of reason, often separated from religious
views, have been taken up by contemporary philosophers, mainly
those in the existentialist school. One notable philosopher outside
that school, Thomas Nagel, currently takes the ability to sense the
absurdity of one’s life as a defining characteristic of persons.36 Rea-
son, the absolute, and objective truth have been on a less secure foot-
ing since Kierkegaard. In particular, the truth about what we are is
challenged. The essentially rational nature of persons is disputed.
The belief in our participation in some grand absolute is also under-
mined since the dour Dane wrote.

What about Daphne?
The concept of a person that emerges through Kierkegaard and
through existentialist writing in general is of a highly developed
human being, one who is supra-rational rather than sub-rational. The
capacity for choice is fundamental. Thus those who seem incapable of
choosing are left out of account. From this perspective, Daphne is
incapable of doing what is crucial for persons.
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What I like about Kierkegaard
I have no use for subjectivist conceptions of truth or reality. These
would make philosophy no longer a debate or a conversation but a
totally insular pursuit. Nonetheless, Kierkegaard is right to remind us
that we choose absurdly to value reason. He just makes different
choices to mine.

The turn of the century and the screw

Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard wanted to make reason play second
fiddle to the will in their descriptions of what we are. Nietzsche was
forcefully persuasive for a revision of standard views about what we
ought to do and what we ought to become based on the will to power.
He exclaims: “the strongest and highest Will to Life does not find
expression in a miserable struggle for existence, but in a Will to War.
A Will to Power, a Will to Overpower!”37 A person, no less than a
wolf, is driven to dominate. The person, however, seeks to dominate
not only fellow creatures but the entire environment. If this is right,
what a choking irony! We have succeeded in overpowering the envi-
ronment. The struggling biomass on which we live is dying by our
hand. Our will to life is killing that on which we depend to live.

Nietzsche and the death of God
Nietzsche saw the wild urge to overpower restrained in the Europe of
his time only by the myth of the Judeo-Christian God. This myth was
losing its efficacy as a restraint; so, with horrifying accuracy, he proph-
esied wars of previously unknown violence. People, according to Niet-
zsche, are different from wild beasts of prey only in the manner of the
restraint of their will to power. This will or life force is the Dionysian
element in a person and, ideally, Nietzsche sees it working in concert
with the Apollonian side of the person, which provides order, restraint
and form.38 The will to power is merely destructive if it is not formed
into an act of creation by the Apollonian element of the person.

This synthesis of the Dionysian and Apollonian sides of ourselves
is Nietzsche’s response to the antithetical concepts of a person which
we have seen in the prior history of philosophy. The more Oriental
view has the person as part of a mass while the Western influence
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moves the concept further toward that of the individual cut off from
the mass. The worshippers of Dionysus became absorbed into the
whole of nature in a trance. From this they derived great power and
shed responsibility. Apollo, by contrast, was the symbol of the princi-
ple of individuation.39 Nietzsche abhorred absorption as much as
Kierkegaard, but he also abhorred the Christian doctrine in which
Kierkegaard found solace. He derided it as “slave morality.” He
insisted that it turned love of the earth into hatred.40 He accused it
of elevating the mediocre values of the herd above the strength of the
great.41

This is curious, in the large historical picture. Christianity was, in
fact, part of the Western trend away from absorption of the person
into the mass by valuing individual souls and demanding that they be
identifiable for judgment. Nietzsche, however, thought that the
virtues of humility, patience, and diligence which were promoted by
Christianity were the virtues that the weak promoted to defeat the
strong.42 His hope was that our species might produce supermen who
would rise above the common herd by exercising the will to power.
Goethe was his model, not some precursor of Hitler. Such persons as
now exist should be superseded by those who would not be afraid to
drop the life-negating Christian virtues in favour of the virtue of cru-
elty—the will to power—which is the source of creativity, on Niet-
zsche’s view. The ideal person would savagely exploit the weak, when
necessary, to produce something of greatness.

The most successful executives seem to accept something like
Nietzsche’s superman doctrine, but they put corporate commercial
achievement in place of the cultural achievements which Nietzsche
admired. The heads of multinational corporations must accept a large
share of the responsibility for the destruction of the environment
which they have sought to overpower. It is hard to see how a will to
power could generate much concern about future generations but, if
Nietzsche is right about persons being fuelled by a mixture of
Dionysian and Apollonian urges, the only hope for our survival as a
species is in the harnessing of the will to power for the regeneration
of our environment.

Nietzsche himself was in such agonizing need of physical regen-
eration that his writing was, perforce, aphoristic. Ironically, for med-
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ical reasons, he depended at the end of his life on the kind of virtu-
ous help he had despised. Often, he literally could not bear to sit at
a desk and write for long periods of time. He produced his ideas in
short but immensely powerful bursts of prose, leaving us to fill in the
details. What persons are and what they might become has been pre-
sented to us only in an adumbrated form. Nonetheless a provocative
view as an antithesis to much of what philosophy has told us about
ourselves was flung down as a gauntlet before later philosophers.

What about Daphne?
The Apollonian element is gone entirely from Daphne, but the
Dionysian may have survived. This leaves Daphne far from the ideal
described in the previous section. In fact, by Nietzsche’s lights she
seems to be half a person.

What I like about Nietzsche
Although it may be simplistic, the idea of achieving a balance between
Apollonian and Dionysian elements is appealing. As a former hippie,
I feel that reason and the Apollonian ideal of order have been over-
emphasized.

Peirce, James, and Dewey: Pragmatism and
God’s resurrection

Like Marx, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche, three American philosophers,
Peirce, James, and Dewey, wanted to bring philosophy back to earth.
Their attitude to systems like that of Hegel was tersely summed up
in one of William James’s letters, “Damn the Absolute!”43 They, espe-
cially James, wanted to ensure the connection of philosophy with the
personal, immediate concerns of our daily lives. While the pragma-
tists are somewhat more at home with the British empiricists than
with the continental rationalists, they thought that both groups were
insufficiently respectful of the connections between thought and
action.44 Peirce coined the word “pragmatism” from the Greek pragma,
meaning act or deed.45 To understand what people are saying when
they use terms like “person,” the pragmatists would ask us to cash it
out in terms of what those people using the term “person” would do
under various conditions. Action is the underpinning of meaning.
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To understand this theory of meaning a little, let us look first at
a much simpler concept than that of a person, the concept of hard-
ness. To say that x is harder than y, according to Peirce’s theory of
meaning, is to assert a series of conditionals. One of these condi-
tionals is this: if a sharp point of x is drawn firmly across a smooth
surface of y, then x will leave a scratch in y. What these conditional
statements do is to relate the concept of hardness to things we can do
to test for the applicability of the concept. Now to return to the more
complex concept of a person, to explain to Peirce what I mean by say-
ing that Kyle is a person, I would have to explain what effects this
would have on my actions. I might, for example, say that in choosing
between the mitigation of the physical suffering of my dog, which I
dearly love, and the suffering of Kyle, whom I loathe, I would have to
opt for the mitigating the suffering of Kyle. If I could only rescue one
of them from a burning building, for instance, it would have to be
Kyle. For Peirce, this sort of answer begins to explain my concept of
a person. On the other hand, if I were to say that a person is a par-
ticular spatio-temporal expression of the ongoing dialectical develop-
ment of spirit, Peirce would respond, Whoa! How does that affect
what you would do? or words to that effect. If I told him that there
were no practical effects of my use of “person,” he would consider
that usage empty of meaning. Eventually Peirce gave up this theory of
meaning since it led him to subjectivism.46 The theory of meaning
and subjectivism were taken up and popularized by William James.

Peirce’s method of looking for outcomes for action was carried on
by William James, who wove into it the theme of the importance of
the will. Like Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche, the pragma-
tists were willing to dethrone reason, but they did not make the will
supreme. James tried to find a careful balance between the two. Unlike
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, who focus on the will to overpower
others, James, like Kierkegaard, attends to the will to believe. When it
comes to the truth of our beliefs, however, James, like all the pragma-
tists, takes the truth to be what works. Peirce thought of statements
which worked in the sense of standing up to scientific testing. Dewey
looked for the social usefulness of beliefs. James is the most relevant
to our present purposes since he focused on what works personally.
He speaks of passional grounds for belief which go well beyond what
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we might believe on the basis of scientific evidence. By passional
beliefs he seems to mean beliefs based on emotion and will.

There are cases in which reason cannot decide an issue even in the
way of saying which of two hypotheses would work best for us as a
belief. James tells us that in such cases, it is reasonable to follow one’s
heart—rather than to adopt an agnostic attitude—if certain special
conditions obtain. The conditions are that we have at least two clear,
live, momentous hypotheses between which we are forced to decide.47

A poignant instance is the decision between these: She loves me; She
loves me not. These hypotheses are certainly clear, in pragmatist terms,
since I know just what I would expect her to do if she loves me. They
are live hypotheses in the sense that they have a strong connection with
my life since I love her. They are momentous since, whichever I adopt,
it will have a profound effect on what I do. They are forced since no
answer is also an answer in this case. If I remain agnostic in the cir-
cumstances in which I find myself, that is as good as saying she does
not love me and acting accordingly. This would be terrible if indeed
she does love me. So how would William James advise me?

The option to believe she loves me or believe she does not is liv-
ing, momentous, and forced, a genuine option in James’s terms. In
this very special kind of case of a genuine option and, only in such
cases, James would tell me to exercise my will to believe.48 Reason can-
not help me. I should believe what I want to be true. I do this. If I
believe that she loves me, this has profound consequences for action
in the way I trust her, confide in her, and commit myself to her. If she
responds in kind, my belief is confirmed. Yet I had to believe it first
and have it confirmed later, unlike my scientific hypotheses. The
truth, in such special cases, is only revealed if we first believe it. In
some cases the truth is created by the will to believe it as it would
be—if my belief and consequent actions helped her to come to love
me after the fact of my believing that she loved me.

One might object that it is possible to proceed experimentally in
such a case without adopting the firm belief that she loves me. This
seems to me to be impossible if I really love her, but let us give the
objection a run. First of all, one must be a very good actor to pursue
such an experiment, as people are incredibly good at detecting inau-
thentic behaviour in others. James might also reply that in such a case
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the decision is not truly momentous for me. It would be momentous
if, for instance, I had to take an enormous risk by trusting her—say
the risk of my entire psychological, financial, social, or political well-
being. One may still call it an experiment, but that is an odd name for
betting one’s life. Not mere curiosity or scientific interest but an
enormously strong will to believe is required to make even the deci-
sion to act as if she loves me. And, in fact, if I really do love her, the
devastating effects of dithering with experimentation in any way that
might alienate her love make experimentation a fool’s game.

Because James has this method of adopting beliefs on the ground
of will, he personalizes pragmatism. Peirce and Dewey stick more to
the experimental method. Dewey looks at people more as biological
problem solvers trying to survive with intelligence as a primary means
of adapting to the environment. One does not need, in this view, some
Kantian notion of persons as ends nor essentialist doctrines about
what we are to decide what to do. Each decision is taken on the mer-
its of the particular case. The norms left to us by earlier philosophers
and religious thinkers have to be taken as some among many that
might be useful in solving a particular problem. In general, Dewey
looked to the natural sciences for information which would be help-
ful in such problem solving. He thought we should pool our wisdom
gained from experience to make moral and political decisions. The
way to do this, from his perspective, was through democracy. Moral
decisions look more like political ones in Dewey’s version of pragma-
tism.49 The emphasis on the individual comes out in James.

What about Daphne?
In general, a pragmatic approach to the problem of understanding the
nature of persons and the criteria for their survival over time forces
us to look at these concepts in terms of action. We need to know the
difference it would make to what we do, should we adopt one or other
of the many concepts of a person that parade by in the history of the
topic. If, for example, it makes no difference to the treatment we
accord to a demented person whether or not we say she is the same
person she was before the dementia, then the question of her survival
becomes uninteresting. Yet surely this would be a peculiar result. We
should look then for the difference it would make. One example of a
difference is in the gratitude we owe to some people but not com-
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monly to non-persons. A person’s good works in the past make us the
more willing to make sacrifices on her behalf now. Were she a totally
new person, such sacrifices would be completely supererogatory. One
should feel no more motivation to make them than one should in the
case of beneficence to a total stranger. It seems, then, that from the
pragmatist point of view, the capacity to bring about debts of grati-
tude and their consequent actions is part of the concept of a person.

Another thing that at least James’s version of pragmatism brings to
the debate about persons is a response to the welter of confusion about
facts pertinent to the discussion. In cases of dementia, we have no way
of knowing what is happening in the mind of the affected person. Even
if we could decide on some firm criteria of adequacy for survival, we
might be always unable to decide, on the basis of the available evidence,
whether the person we are dealing with satisfies these criteria. For exam-
ple, if memory of certain crucial events in life prior to the onset of
dementia is required for someone to be the same person, we might never
know if she is the same person, since she cannot communicate. Under
such conditions, James’s passional grounds for belief come into play.

What I like about the pragmatists
The forthright insistence that we say what difference our theories
make is refreshing. The idea that our beliefs about persons are rela-
tive to social or even personal decisions is interesting. The metaphys-
ical and the moral are knit together in a new way by the links of our
concepts to our actions through the theory of meaning.

It is interesting that, as pragmatism was ushering in the contem-
porary secular era, James was defending faith, including religious
faith, under the conditions discussed above. In our own era faith of
any sort is often considered suspect, so we hide it—even our own
faith from ourselves. James wryly reports:

I have long defended to my own students the lawful-
ness of voluntarily adopted faith; but as soon as they
have got well imbued with the logical spirit, they have
as a rule refused to admit my contention to be lawful
philosophically, even though in point of fact they
were personally all the time chock-full of some faith
or other themselves.50
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It is interesting to contemplate the decision to believe or not believe
in God as a genuine option, living, momentous, and forced.

We now turn to a group of contemporary philosophers who,
unlike most contemporary philosophers, tend to take a great deal on
faith.

Content questions

1. What destroys the natural goodness of persons on Rousseau’s view?
2. Why is it wrong to use people merely as a means to someone else’s

end?
3. What does Kant think about perceptions and perceivers in con-

trast to Hume?
4. Why is Kant’s view only a slight improvement on Hume’s where

metaphysical personal identity is concerned?
5. How can there be personal freedom on Kant’s view? Use the dis-

tinction of the noumenal from phenomenal reality in your
response.

6. What is the only thing that is good in itself according to Kant?
7. Why must persons be immortal in Kant’s view?
8. How does Hegel deny the distinction of perceiving a subject 

(a person) and the object that person perceives?
9. How does Hegel’s concept of the Absolute leave room for indi-

viduality?
10. What is the principle of sufficient reason?
11. How can the self know itself according to Schopenhauer?
12. Summarize utilitarianism, and say how it undermines individual-

ism.
13. In what sense does Marx deny that there is an essential human

nature, and in what sense does he assert that there is one?
14. If people in capitalist democracies share many of Marx’s ideals,

what is the critical difference between Marx and such capitalists?
15. How is Kierkegaard different from most philosophers with respect

to his attitudes to faith and reason?
16. What does Nietzsche think of the traditional virtues of humility,

patience, and diligence?
17. How do pragmatists think we should understand the word 

“person”?
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Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: Kant’s objection to Hume
If there is an experience of something, then it always makes sense to
ask who had that experience. The idea of experience, knowledge or
perception without a person to have these is incoherent. In fact we do
notice ourselves when we think of that which connects all of our
experiences at a particular moment. Therefore there must be a unified
self or person as the one who has the experience.

Argument 2: Kant’s disappearing act II
Our introspective experience of ourselves as the connection between
our othece on one occasion of introspection is identical to the self we
experience on another occasion of introspection. If we rely on experi-
ence alone to prove the existence of ourselves through time, we would
have to admit the possibility that we are a series of non-identical
selves.

Argument 3: Kant’s noumenal/phenomenal distinction
In response to the disappearing act II, Kant argues that we exist not
only through time, but forever. He distinguishes between the world
we know through experience, the phenomenal world, and the unknow-
able part of reality, the noumenal world that transcends the phenom-
enal. A sketch of the argument is as follows:

We are free and perfectible beings.
If we attend only to the phenomenal world, these things do not

seem possible (because everything has a cause in the phenomenal
world and there is limited time.)

There must, therefore, be a noumenal world beyond the phenom-
enal to make freedom and perfectibility possible.

In this argument, axiology influences metaphysics. It is also an
example of a style of argument sometimes called “Dialectic.” Caution,
this word “dialectic” has various meanings. As used by Fichte, two
opposites, the thesis and the antithesis, leads to a synthesis that
unites the other two. Noumenal freedom is the synthesis that resolves
the apparent contradiction between freedom and causation.
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Argument 4: Hegel’s dialectic concerning freedom
The individual person has a right to express her freedom.
The state has the right to restrict the individual expression of

freedom.
Therefore, there is a higher freedom for the individual in harmo-

nizing her will with the universal will (submitting to the state.)

Argument 5: Schopenhauer’s argument against freedom
Every event has a cause.
Free will is only possible if our choices are not caused.
Therefore, there is no free will.

Argument 6: Bentham’s arguments for utilitarianism
The good is that which all sentient beings seek, while evil is what

all things avoid.
All sentient beings seek pleasure and avoid pain.
Therefore, pleasure is good and evil is pain.
The right action is the one that does the most good and the least

evil. Since pleasure is good, while pain is evil, the right action is the
one that maximizes pleasure and minimizes pain for all the sentient
beings affected by that action.
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Our Contemporaries

(or Almost)

CHAPTER 8

Notes to chapter 8 are on pp. 483-84.
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System builders are still around

I t is popular today to think that our worship of science and tech-
nology has led us astray, that we have ignored Socrates’ advice to

know ourselves, that our attempt to conquer nature is leading to our
own demise, and that we have left something important out in our
way of gaining knowledge about the world. Early in this century, Berg-
son was arguing in concert with such thoughts that the scientific way
of knowing is incomplete. Bergson develops a system of philosophy
in which the distinction between analysis and intuition is fundamen-
tal. Analysis is our typical way of knowing an object. We compare it
to other things. We look at its structure and its parts. We represent it
in descriptions. In science we do this with mathematical precision.
Knowing an object by analysis “implies that we move around the
object,” in contrast to knowing it by intuition, in which case “we
enter into it.”1 Knowing a thing by intuition is knowing what it is like
to be that thing, to have that thing’s perspective in the universe, not
to see it from the outside. It is very difficult to get a grip on the con-
cept of intuition, especially as applied to inanimate objects, but, given
the topic at hand, we will look only at the more comprehensible case
of knowledge of other persons.



Bergson: Seeing ourselves from inside
Bergson considers the way in which we know the hero in a novel
through the detailed story about the character the author gives us.
Bergson contrasts this analytical knowledge of the character with the
empathetic knowledge by intuition. Speaking of the story, he says, “all
this can never be equivalent to the simple and indivisible feeling
which I should experience if I were able for an instant to identify
myself with the person of the hero himself.”2 You have to stand in the
hero’s shoes to know the hero. You cannot just rely on comparison of
the hero to others and such analytic ways of knowing the hero because
these ways all look at the hero from the outside. The inside view,
which we can get by intuition, reveals not what the hero has in com-
mon with others but what is unique to that person. This is the crux
of the matter. Analysis gives us the common denominator, the ways in
which a person can be compared to others. Intuition reveals the per-
son’s essence—which is the central core of that person and of that
person alone—whereby a person can be distinguished from others.

The essence of a person or of anything whatever is inexpressible
in symbols. It can only be directly experienced. Analysis, which relies
on symbols, of necessity, leaves the essence out. We each of us know
ourselves in the direct, intuitive way, so we know how inadequate mere
analytic knowledge of a person can be. Bergson’s system is aimed at
getting us to take knowledge of ourselves as a model when we try to
know other persons and, indeed, all other things.

When we use the method of analysis we are forced to describe
persons and other things as if they exist at certain locations in space
and time. This, however, is just a useful fiction, an intellectual sup-
position, which allows our analysis to proceed. It may be useful for
prediction and control of events to proceed this way. Science and
technology make use of that. We should not, however, confuse this
description of ourselves with reality. In reality, as we know from see-
ing ourselves endure, things are always in the process of change and
becoming, not a series of static states at points of space and time.
Analysis, in effect, takes a series of snapshots of events and misses the
flow and duration of things. Everything is always changing and mov-
ing. Bergson describes reality as “tendency, if we agree to mean by ten-
dency an incipient change of direction.”3
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The whole of reality turns out to be, in Bergson’s system, one
large creative process he calls the Élan Vital, of which we are expres-
sions, not parts.4 Intellect, which can only grasp the symbolic output
of analysis, cannot make sense of Élan Vital. Only by intuition can we
see reality this way. By making us all expressions of a single indivisi-
ble process, Bergson has revived to some extent the Oriental absorp-
tion of the individual into the whole. In his view, however, persons
each have a unique essence. Although we all express the Élan Vital, we
all do so in our own ways. Seen from the inside, by intuition, each
person is completely unique. Individuality is preserved after all.

Another familiar theme, that of personal freedom, is also taken up
by Bergson. Intuitively we know we choose freely, but analysis falsely
supports the idea that our actions are causally determined. In
Goudge’s assessment, Bergson appeals more to the strain of romantic
individualism that we saw in the very different philosophy of Rousseau
than he appeals to the empiricist tradition that he claims for his own.5

Whitehead: Persons as processes
The Romantic poets would have agreed with Bergson that science
leaves something crucial out of its account of the universe. Express-
ing his agreement with this tendency in Romanticism, represented 
in the person of Wordsworth, Alfred North Whitehead says: “nei-
ther physical nature nor life can be understood unless we fuse them
together as essential factors in the composition of really real things
whose interconnections and individual characters constitute the
universe.”6 Scientific method involves separating objects and 
processes from the whole, breaking them down and isolating them for
study. This has led to rapid improvement of our ability to manipulate
our environment through the prediction and control of events. While
it was not so clear in Wordsworth’s time that we were destroying 
the whole of our environment in our attempt to dominate nature, 
it was already evident that we were destroying ourselves in another
way by becoming divorced from nature. Later Whitehead was to take
up in the realm of systematic philosophy Wordsworth’s theme of
holism—the inclusion of the spiritual and the moral as well as the
analytical knowledge of our world. Whitehead developed a philo-
sophical system in which he emphasized process as opposed to
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isolated objects, and he sought to understand the interconnection of
all things.

As with Bergson’s system, perhaps one cannot understand White-
head piecemeal, but for our present purposes what is of interest is
that, like Bergson, rather than trying to force persons into the Pro-
crustean bed of science, Whitehead takes our experience of ourselves
as fundamental and understands other things in terms of that experi-
ence. Whitehead tells us that he is closely concerned with what Berg-
son calls “intuition.”7 What we experience is constant change. We are
processes. Rather than a universe populated with static objects,
Whitehead presents to us a universe which is like a person on a
grander scale. This is a theme we have seen interwoven in other sys-
tems. Rather than objects Whitehead speaks of actual occasions which
are, roughly, like our experiences, dynamic processes. Thus, instead of
reducing persons to aggregates of static, analyzable physical objects
of the sort that we postulate in order to pursue our scientific aims,
Whitehead sees all of nature as an aggregate of actual occasions.8

Seeing persons, and indeed anything, as if what science says about
them is literally true is, for Whitehead, to commit the fallacy of mis-
placed concreteness.9 That is to say, we take the intellectual abstrac-
tions of science and treat them as if they were concrete things. The
idea that there are bits of matter, for instance, at particular spatio-
temporal locations is an example of this fallacy. These bits of matter
are merely abstractions, not concrete parts of reality. Where persons
are concerned, this fallacy leads to problems like the problem of the
interaction of mind and body.

For Whitehead, there is no problem, since mind and body are
merely abstractions, not real static entities which must somehow be
shown to interact. They are just abstractions from the flow of expe-
rience, from the actual occasions which make up the whole of the uni-
verse. Whitehead speaks of “societies” of actual occasions which we
can think of as, roughly, sets of processes. Mind and body are such
societies. Just as the body politic is an abstraction, the body of a par-
ticular person is an abstraction, a way of looking at a particular set of
processes.10 Mind and body are interconnected, then, just as all things
are, for they are composed of interpenetrating processes within the
large process which is the universe. More prosaically, mind and body
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are just different ways we have of looking at our experience: “It is a
matter of pure convention as to which of our experiential activities we
term mental and which physical.”11 The experiences are real. Mind
and body are things we make up to organize our thinking about the
experiences. Persons, too, are societies of actual occasions, like eddies
in the stream of the universe.

What about Daphne?
Bergson and Whitehead probably would find the puzzles about
whether Daphne is a person and whether she is the same person she
was prior to her illness result from a failure to see the limits of a con-
ceptual scheme which works well only for scientific investigation. If
we populate our universe not with individual entities but with actual
occasions known by intuition, then it is merely a conventional matter
how we solve our puzzles about Daphne. What is important is not
what we call Daphne, but how we understand her changes and her cur-
rent needs. Standing in her shoes is the task.

What I like about Bergson and Whitehead
The idea that we take our self-knowledge not as a goal but as a start-
ing point interests me. It does seem that I have a certain intimate
knowledge of myself that I can only in imagination have of other peo-
ple or of other things. The notion of people and things as processes
seems right from this perspective.

Contemporary Continental philosophy

The two main methods in contemporary philosophy are often labelled
the Analytic and Continental schools. The Analytic school is the main
contender in Britain and North America—although there are many
philosophers on the continent who would consider themselves part of
this school, as there are many Continental philosophers who do not
reside in continental Europe. Some British and North American
philosophers, like Whitehead, defy classification. As I was brought up
in the Analytic school, I am about to give relatively short shrift to the
contemporary Continental philosophers on the other side of a
methodological chasm. As far as I can, however, I will try to draw out
some of the influences of this important group of philosophers on
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our—the Analytic side’s—current thinking concerning persons. At
the very least, like the foregoing historical introduction, this can serve
readers as a menu of ideas.

As to the methodological chasm between the schools, it is wide
indeed. It is, moreover, only fair to warn those of you who have not
yet encountered the chasm of which I speak that many in the Ana-
lytic school applaud these sentiments of David Berlinski: “Although
great soupy volumes pour off the European presses with the
inevitability of death, much of what results calls to mind only the
perfect vacuum.”12 How you take this warning about soup—as an
indictment of the Analytic school’s attempts at clarity or of the Con-
tinental school’s attempts at profundity—will depend on your own
predilections. The soup results, according to Leslie Stevenson, from
length, repetitiousness, and “a word-spinning delight in the abstract
noun, the elusive metaphor, and the unresolved paradox.”13 Steven-
son does, however, think that Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, for exam-
ple, contains important and deep analyses.14 I think that Stevenson
is right about the Continental philosophers having insights worth
our attention, but it is not merely a difference in style which sepa-
rates the two schools. Continental philosophers, at the very least,
adopt a different methodology to investigate philosophical ques-
tions, and sometimes they are engaged in a wholly different project
to that of Analytic philosophers.

Analytic philosophers seek, through objective, logical, rational
inquiry, to understand our fundamental concepts. Some philosophers
who were at least geographically continental—such as Husserl,
Brentano, and Meinong, for example—would accept this as their
project as well. Others, like Sartre and Heidegger, I suspect, adopt a
much more literary approach, even a poetic one. The very word-play,
metaphors, and repetition that annoy Stevenson and outrage Berlin-
ski are their means to lead their readers to truths which philosophers
of the Analytic school may take to be ineffable in their more precise
language. The objectivity which Analytic philosophers seek is thought
by the Continentals to be fool’s gold. That is why, like mystics and
poets, Continental philosophers allow themselves the statement of an
unresolved paradox or two in their immense tomes. They seek to
achieve with the weight of words what the weight of argument can
never achieve. While the Analytic school accuses the Continental
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school of betraying reason, the Continental school retorts that pro-
fundity will not be found within the limits of rational analysis. Since
it takes a fair chunk of one’s life spent in study to read either school
well, it is best to find out early on which kind of method attracts you
most.

The roots, at least, of the Continental school are partly shared
with those of the Analytic school. Both recognize the importance of
the philosophers mentioned in the historical survey of previous chap-
ters. Kierkegaard, however, is of seminal importance for the Conti-
nental philosophers since he introduces most of the themes of the
existentialists. Along with existentialism, phenomenology—the cre-
ation of Edmund Husserl—is a key element in the thinking of many
of the Continental school philosophers. I consequently begin my too
brief exposition of the contributions of the Continental school to our
topic with a look at Husserl’s phenomenology.

Husserl: Phenomenology
Husserl, who began his career as a mathematician, has a painstaking
and highly technical style of philosophizing which has not gained him
many readers outside academic circles. This is in marked contrast to
Jean-Paul Sartre, who has made his ideas accessible through his liter-
ary work as well as in stylistically more entertaining philosophical
writings. Nonetheless, Husserl’s influence is much felt among us even
in lay circles, since it has been transmitted through Sartre and other
widely read existentialists; this is not to say that existentialists gener-
ally agree with Husserl in detail. Husserl’s influence spread well
beyond philosophy, especially in psychology and theology, but in the
human sciences generally. What we think of as persons now cannot
but be affected by so pervasive an influence.

Although Husserl is moved, like the pragmatists and like the exis-
tentialists, by a reaction to the excessive claims of science to under-
stand us, he is very unlike the pragmatists and existentialists in one
key respect. They recommend renouncing the role of spectator and,
instead, passionately engaging the world through decision and com-
mitment. Husserl seeks, by contrast, to give a rigorous foundation to
philosophy by utterly detaching himself from the world. His motive,
as Stumpf sees it, is to save human reason from being misled by a
naive scientific naturalism which erroneously seeks to reduce even the
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spiritual aspects of persons to physical nature.15 From Husserl’s
point of view, if we are to understand ourselves, we must adopt a
method quite different from that of the natural sciences, and we must
give up many of the presuppositions of these sciences.

Science presupposes, for instance, observable objects existing
independently of the persons observing them. Husserl wants to
restrict attention to the evidence we actually have without such pre-
suppositions; that evidence is our pre-scientific experience. The phe-
nomena of experience—without any assumptions about their causal
or other relations to things outside the experiencing Ego—are the
data of the phenomenologist. Phenomenology is, according to its
inventor, the science of phenomena. It will not replace the other sci-
ences but will provide an adequate basis for their conduct. Husserl
explains, in great detail, a method of looking at phenomena without
the influence of all of our assumptions about where they come from
and what they represent. This method of epoche or bracketing allows us
to bracket out all distracting influences and observe the pure phe-
nomena. Husserl tells us in the introduction to Ideas that it will take
a lot of work to follow the method he outlines, that it is not every-
one’s cup of tea, but that we should not knock it until we have tried
it.16

Husserl tells us that we will find, employing epoche, that con-
sciousness is always directed to something and that there is always
present the experiencing subject or Ego. We will attend to the full
richness of our experience, not merely to the limited abstractions of
science. We will see that this experience is quite independent of the
existence of a world external to the experiencing Ego.17 Our own con-
sciousness and intentionality, the direction of consciousness to things
of which we are conscious, are the fundamental facts to which we have
access, not the supposed objective facts of science. These latter are
really abstractions, extrapolations from our fundamental experience.
Western man is in a crisis, according to Husserl, by virtue of taking
science to be the sole source of truth.18 This direction away from the
human and personal to things outside ourselves cuts us off from the
basis of knowledge, our own experience. We have to look inward again.
This emphasis on the subjective elements of experience and their
aspects ignored by natural science is part of what endears Husserl to
the existentialist tradition. Nonetheless, there is a strain against that
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tradition which becomes evident when we see just how restricted is
the realm explored by means of epoche.

Most of the things that philosophers have taken an interest in are
excluded from our attention through epoche. This method is only for
the study of particular pure experiences—which Husserl calls “imma-
nental essences”—and is of no use for the study of things we do not
meet in pure experience devoid of assumptions. The terms “man,”
“soul,” and “person” are explicitly mentioned as referring to essences
which are beyond the pale of phenomenology.19 These are the kinds
of things we can investigate only after we have established the firm
foundation needed through the study of our basic experience.

Persons are, for Husserl, transcendental essences; that is, they are
not met in our fundamental experience. Neither is the Ego, although
it is always there having the experience. We have earlier seen Hume’s
denial that he can find an Ego in himself. What Husserl has to say in
answer to Hume is expressed in a way congenial to both the poet and
the mathematician:

The Ego appears to be permanently, even necessarily,
there, and this permanence is obviously not that of a
stolid unshifting experience, of a “fixed idea.” On the
contrary, it belongs to every experience that comes
and streams past, its “glance” goes “through” every
actual cogito [act of thinking], and towards the object.
This visual ray changes with every cogito, shooting
forth afresh with each new one as it comes, and dis-
appearing with it. But the Ego remains self-identi-
cal.20

There is still a debate in current philosophy about the existence of
this Ego. The importance of intentionality, however, is almost uni-
versally accepted when the topic of persons arises. Husserl teaches
that acts of consciousness are intentional, meaning that they are
directed to something.

Persons, for some philosophers, simply are the sort of Ego of
which Husserl spoke. Husserl himself, however, thought they were a
more complicated kind of thing to be understood only after an ontol-
ogy (a theory of objects) and an epistemology (a theory of knowl-
edge) had been established phenomenologically as the underpinning
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of the philosophical and scientific work to be done. He had the effect
of turning our attention from the exclusively empirical scientific out-
look on persons to the things we can know only subjectively.

Heidegger: Being toward death
Jaspers, Marcel, and Heidegger write in such difficult styles that they
seem intent on confirming the saying that the philosopher and the
poet are neighbours on separate mountains. Kierkegaard, Jaspers, and
Marcel retain a religious motivation for their philosophy, while Hei-
degger departs from this. Throughout these existentialist writings
one finds an emphasis on the importance and uniqueness of the indi-
vidual person and the theme taken up by Husserl of the distinction
of philosophy from science. Personal self-realization is the main focus
in Jaspers and Marcel. Heidegger set for himself the question of the
nature of being and produced, in Being and Time,21 one of the most
revered works among existentialists.

Heidegger’s question is rather more general than our present
topic, but his way to an answer is through the elucidation of persons’
awareness of themselves. As did others in his tradition, Heidegger
inveighed against the objectification of persons who cannot be under-
stood in the way that the objects of scientific study can be known.
The attempt to define “person” by listing the essential properties that
a thing must have to be a person is, for Heidegger, thoroughly wrong-
headed. To avoid this error of treating persons as definable objects,
Heidegger coins his own word to avoid the use of “person,” “man,”
or “human being,” which all carry with them the taint of previous phi-
losophy’s mistakes. Instead, Heidegger uses Dasein (literally: “being
there”). I will stick to using “person” with apologies to Heideggeri-
ans. For Heidegger, to understand what being is, one must understand
how a person has being. Like most philosophers on this side of the
Analytic/Continental chasm, I do not have too much patience for
being with a capital B. While I cannot be counted on to give a totally
sympathetic account of Heidegger’s project and achievements, I do
wish to draw out some of the themes he attached to our contempo-
rary concepts of a person.

Three things that Heidegger associates with a person (Dasein) are
understanding, mood, and discourse.22 It is tempting to read Heideg-
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ger as treating the capacity for these as essential to the existence of
persons, but this would be contrary to his claim that no essence can
be given. Under the general head of understanding, Heidegger speaks
of the way in which particular things are meaningful to us in terms of
purposes. We encounter things in the world as tools. What they are
depends on our network of purposes. Thus the world is a character-
istic of the person rather than the person being a thing in the world.
Each of us has a world that depends on our purposes. Moreover, a
mood, say, of despair or joy with which we encounter things will
affect as well the way they exist for us. Before we can understand or
feel about an object in some way, however, we must be able to talk
about it. Thus the world for Heidegger depends on persons, on their
understanding, mood, and discourse.

Heidegger teaches that we prepare ourselves to understand being
when we recognize our own temporality, when we recognize that we
are living toward our deaths in the dread of annihilation. The capac-
ity of persons under the heading of mood seems to be most impor-
tant as a capacity for dread and care. Without these to reveal to us the
“nothingness” within us and our temporal finitude, we cannot know
what we really are. Only if we recognize our limitations can we live
authentically. To live so is to affirm what we really are and to live
accordingly, not to deceive ourselves with thoughts of immortality or
actions appropriate to some other kinds of being than what we are.23

Understanding our own way of being in this world is a key, for Hei-
degger, to understanding being in general.

If indeed the world depends on persons, then there are many
worlds. In each one what constitutes a person may be different from
what does so in the other worlds. Questions about how we should
view or treat others must all have completely subjective answers. The
appeal of Heidegger’s advice on authenticity and living in the recog-
nition of our own finitude notwithstanding, there are no bounds on
what may be justified by such a philosophy. Heidegger’s own answer
to the question of how to treat others included, as an important part,
Naziism. Often this is excused as a naive mistake from which he
retreated. Farias argues, however, that Naziism was fully integrated in
Heidegger’s thought and that he carried it with him to the grave24—
a good place for it.
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Be that as it may, it is not clear to me how a subjectivist theory of
persons could oppose Naziism or any other doctrine on the grounds
of proper treatment of persons. One of the points of discussing
persons is to put up the barricades when Naziism and similar doc-
trines surface. During the Nazi era, destructive experimentation,
involuntary euthanasia, torture, and genocide were carried out on peo-
ple who had been pushed by loose Nazi theory beyond the pale within
which persons were protected. The mentally incompetent were put to
death because they were a burden to the state. People were put to
death for being critical of Naziism. Individual people were not highly
valued. More than the absorption of the individual into the state,
however, brought about this Holocaust. The Nazis believed that they
could do whatever they wished to the Jews, since they did not consider
them to be full persons. Similarly, the Romans once thought they
could treat slaves just as they wished, because slaves were not persons
under the law. Settlers in the Americas thought—some contempo-
raries in my locale think—of Aboriginal peoples as less than persons.
Clear thinking about persons is needed as a small but vital part of the
rampart that we must erect against such horrific errors.

Sartre: What you do is what you are
Jean-Paul Sartre makes more accessible some of the existentialist doc-
trines through his literary works, though he also adds considerably to
the corpus of inaccessible philosophical writing on existentialist
themes. He, like Heidegger, develops an atheistic form of existential-
ism25 and, like Heidegger, is influenced by Husserl’s phenomenology.
A major difference between them is in the focus of their interests. For
Heidegger, understanding the person in the world is merely a means
to the central question of what being is. Sartre, however, makes the
individual person his main concern.

Action is foremost in Sartre’s analysis of persons. It is what we
do that is important. Think of the characters in his play Huis Clos:
their hell is to look back on their actions and to be constantly
reminded by one another that they failed to come up to their own per-
sonal standards. Through these reminders of their own inauthenticity
they are denied the temporary solace of self-deception; they must
contemplate what they did. To point out Sartre’s emphasis on action
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is not to say that Sartre any more than Heidegger accepts the possi-
bility of defining the concept of a person through consideration of
capacities for action or any other characteristics. His motto is: “Exis-
tence precedes essence.”26

To understand this, it is interesting to consider the idea of an
unnatural act. There are none, as far as Sartre is concerned. There is no
pre-existing nature or essence of a person which determines what the
individual ought to do. We are completely free to choose, within the
limits of physical possibility, what we do, and we are even free to choose
the criteria in general according to which we make particular choices.
Sartre is an atheist, so he denies that there is any God to foist on us an
antecedent nature or essence that would make our action unnatural.
First we come into existence, then, after we are able to choose, we make
our individual characters or natures. If there were a God, then essence
could precede existence, for we could be supplied with a pre-existing
pattern of action or purpose to which we ought to conform.

It is tempting to say, paradoxically, that Sartre would say that it is
of the essence of a person to be a free agent. The paradox is removed
by noticing that “essence” in this claim does not refer to the kind of
essence which is preceded by existence in Sartre’s motto. The person
first exists and then chooses her own pattern of action, values, or pur-
poses—in that sense she chooses her essence. “Essence” in that sense
is not a set of defining characteristics like being free, being conscious,
or being able to act. Sartre is willing to assert the necessity of various
characteristics of persons aside from their being free agents. In this
other sense of “essence,” in which essences are sets of necessary char-
acteristics, Sartre could admit that there is an essence of persons prior
to the existence of individual persons. There are, in other words, char-
acteristics which all persons must have, according to Sartre, to be per-
sons. What he wants to deny is that such characteristics determine
what we as individuals do or ought to do. Our actions are free.

These necessary characteristics of persons distinguish people
(beings for themselves) from objects (beings in themselves). A terri-
bly important distinguishing characteristic—dare I say essential char-
acteristic?—of people, for Sartre, is consciousness. As conscious
beings, people—unlike their objects of consciousness—can distin-
guish themselves from their objects and choose for themselves the
importance and purpose those objects will have. Problems arise, how-
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ever, when conscious beings contemplate one another. Interpersonal
relationships fascinate Sartre and reveal some of the essential or
defining characteristics of the concept of a person in his philosophy.
An existentialist would prefer to say that they reveal the general
framework within which individual persons define themselves—that
is, the human condition.

Consciousness, in Sartre’s view, is—as with Brentano and
Husserl—necessarily directed to something. Sartre also thinks that
consciousness makes what is other than itself a mere object. Conse-
quently, two conscious beings who are aware of each other will be try-
ing to make of each other an object rather than a person. “[H]e
analyses human life as a perpetual attempt to achieve the logically
impossible,” says Stevenson in great irritation; he goes on to say that
this contradicts Sartre’s claims about our freedom, since it seems we
must try to make other people into mere objects whether we want to
or not.27 Perhaps Sartre could reply that we are not free to exert some
superhuman form of consciousness which does not objectify others
any more than we are free to fly by flapping our arms. If so, then he
thinks he has discovered some of our mental limits. This is one of
several tantalizing suggestions by Sartre about the concept of a per-
son, but I find that closer examination of such works as Being and Noth-
ingness does not help to clarify it. Sartre’s writing often seems like an
enormous impressionist canvas. It does not usually help to under-
stand the work to look at it under a magnifying glass. We are left then
with the suggestion that one limit on all persons is that they cannot
see other persons as persons. One may have some dark moods if one
comes to believe this. In any case, it is in the realm of intuitive psy-
chology more than philosophy.

Most philosophical theories about persons either begin from or
end in moral pronouncements about what persons ought to do. Sartre
has denied that there is anything in the nature of persons that can
determine what we ought to do. We each of us must choose our own
moral values. Sartre does, however, follow earlier existentialists in
condemning inauthenticity, bad faith, or self-deception. These occur,
for instance, when a person wants to be a hero but acts in a cowardly
way and then pretends that the action was beyond her control. Sartre
despised such excuses as, I was overcome by subconscious forces, or I
didn’t know what I was doing. One who gives such excuses is being
self-deceptive and acting in bad faith.
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It seems, then, that while Sartre is willing to promulgate no par-
ticular moral view, he does offer a criterion for the acceptability of
any moral view. One must adopt it in good faith. The particular stan-
dards of action are totally relative to the individual. Sartre cannot
condemn Hitler as acting against absolute standards but only as act-
ing against Sartre’s personal standards—although in choosing stan-
dards for himself, Sartre chooses them for all. As long as Hitler did
the same and lived by his chosen standards, Sartre would not despise
him for being in bad faith. If, however, Mother Teresa undertook her
charitable work in bad faith pretending, say, that she was forced to do
it by God, then Sartre would find her life contemptible. This is
another feature of Sartre’s view to which Stevenson objects,28 but I
believe Sartre would just bite the bullet and accept these conse-
quences. Mother Teresa would be more contemptible than Hitler if
the former but not the latter were inauthentic.

Stevenson, like many of us who tear our hair out reading Sartre’s
philosophical writings, still believes that: “there is something impor-
tant to learn from Sartre’s deep analysis of how the very notion of
consciousness involves that of freedom.…The vast verbiage of his
philosophy issues ultimately in a directly practical and intimate chal-
lenge to us all, to become more truly self-aware and to exercise our
power of changing ourselves.”29

What about Daphne?
The themes that these Continental philosophers emphasize seem
inapplicable to someone who cannot make choices or express them.
Like Bergson and Whitehead, the Continentals would encourage us to
drop the conceptual schemes in which our puzzles occur. They tend,
nonetheless, to emphasize the relativity or even subjectivity of con-
ceptual frameworks. There is no such thing as “the nature of persons”
to which we may appeal to understand Daphne or our role with regard
to her. It turns out to be our choice as to Daphne’s status that we
must examine. She may not be, in Sartre’s terms, a being for herself,
free, conscious, and able to act. In deciding how to think of Daphne
as a being in herself we must choose authentically, not pretending that
there is some essence which keeps her in continuation despite our own
choices. In some ways, this seems as if we are saying that Daphne is
not a person, since we others must choose for her.
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What I like about the Continental school
Husserl makes sense when he speaks of the Ego as that which belongs
to every experience without itself being experienced—like the eye
which sees but does not see itself except through reflection. What
sort of mirror, if any, would allow the Ego to experience itself? Here
the analogy breaks down. The reiteration of the importance by
Husserl and his school of the role of our subjective knowledge and
experience is, in any case, salutary.

The Heiddegerian ideal of living authentically, in recognition of
our own finitude, is useful. It leads into Sartre’s denial of any human
nature to which we must conform, a radical kind of freedom to choose
what we are. Sartre’s analysis may be deep, but it is muddy. The philo-
sophical problem he leaves us is to see whether his challenge makes
sense. Are we free in a way that allows us to change our characters and
our moods? Can we overcome the influence of our cultures? I believe
that Sartre has, in fact, insightfully described a kind of person, at least
in broad brush strokes. I hope, however, that we who fit the description
can, in special circumstances, overcome the tendency to objectify other
persons and ourselves, for example, when we really love. Sartre might
say that I misunderstand entirely the limits on consciousness. My ini-
tial reply is that I see the limits of freedom differently, but that leads to
a story to be told after this brief survey of contemporary philosophy.

Derrida and Foucault omitted
More recent philosophy in Europe has departed even further from the
school in which I find myself. There is a tendency to move entirely
from the philosophical method to that of literary criticism and
beyond. This is the natural outcome of complete subjectivism. Truth
becomes a matter of taste. Rorty describes the new method as cre-
atively ignoring one’s opponents. Rather than offering arguments,
one develops a new vocabulary and attempts to make one’s opponents’
vocabulary look bad.30 Derrida may be adopting such a method. Fou-
cault uses a multidisciplinary approach that goes well beyond the
scope of what I produce in this work. I leave both Foucault and Der-
rida out of discussion here. Some may find that an unforgivable omis-
sion, but I can only refer my readers to these authors in the original.
They, like poets, defy summary.
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Content questions

1. What does Bergson mean by “intuition” as a form of knowledge
of persons?

2. How does Bergson use intuition against the puzzle of whether
persons have free choice?

3. How is Whitehead’s system similar to Bergson’s?
4. What is the fallacy of misplaced concreteness?
5. How does Whitehead solve the mind-body interaction problem?
6. What is the methodological difference between the Analytic

school and the Continental school of philosophy?
7. In what way is Husserl’s method of epoche very restricted?
8. How is the world a characteristic of persons for Heidegger? This

reminds me of Protagoras.
9. Sartre’s view of persons is sometimes characterized by the saying,

To do is to be. Why?
10. In what sense of “essence” does existence precede essence for per-

sons, according to Sartre?
11. Why are personal relationships doomed from Sartre’s point of

view?
12. While Sartre promotes no moral view, he does offer a criterion for

the acceptance of any moral view. What is it?
13. Some philosophers, such as for example Bergson, Whitehead,

Husserl, Heidegger and Sartre, take our subjective experience as
something we must preserve in our explanation of the world. How
does this avoid the puzzle of free choice? And why does it also
make it impossible for us to be wrong about the world?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The mind-body interaction problem
Here is a simple version of an argument that has been much discussed
in the Philosophy of the mind through the ages.

The body is made of matter, but the mind is not. Whatever causes
a material body to move must itself be made of matter. Therefore, the
mind cannot cause the body to move.
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Argument 2: Whitehead’s solution to the mind-body
interaction problem

Mind and body are simply conventions for the way we organize our
experiences, and are not distinct individual things. Therefore, we do
not have a problem about the interaction of two things.

Argument 3: To show that Sartre contradicts himself
Sartre claims there is no standard that we must follow in making
moral choices; morality is purely subjective. Sartre also claims that it
is despicable to be inauthentic, to act in bad faith. The previous state-
ment is a moral claim that sets a standard for everyone to follow.
Therefore, Sartre denies there are absolute moral standards, and
Sartre elevates authenticity or good faith to an absolute moral stan-
dard.

Argument 4: A defence of Sartre against the
charge of contradiction

Sartre denies that there is any standard that prevents us from choos-
ing our own moral standards. He requires only that we choose these
moral standards in good faith, authentically accepting them as our
own free choice. Therefore, authenticity is not a moral standard but a
standard for evaluating uses of moral standards.

Argument 5: A different defence of Sartre
Sartre tells us that in choosing a moral standard for ourselves, we
choose for all, and he chooses authenticity for himself. Sartre
chooses, therefore, authenticity for all. Choosing a standard for all,
however, does not make that standard absolute but just expresses
Sartre’s wish that all would follow that standard. Therefore, authen-
ticity remains Sartre’s own subjectively chosen standard that others
may freely choose or reject.
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Analytic Founding Fathers

CHAPTER 9

Notes to chapter 9 are on pp. 484-86.
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Searching for precision and clarity

T he group of philosophers within the Analytic school is very
diverse as regards doctrine and even divided with respect to

method. Stumpf prefers to call it a movement to warn of this diver-
sity.1 One can think of Analytic philosophy as, in part, a reaction to
the previous trends in philosophy, many of which were thought to be
extremely unclear in their language, ignorant of or opposed to science,
mystical, religious, driven by emotion, and divorced from common
sense. While they are very suspicious of the heavily metaphorical lan-
guage of philosophers outside their group, Analytic philosophers do
have a description which tips one off to their philosophical ideals:
they like to call themselves hard-headed. It may be read from what
they oppose that Analytic philosophers emphasize the role of lan-
guage in determining thought and theory, and they demand clear and
precise formulations of philosophical theory. Analytic philosophers
often feel bound to take science and common sense seriously, explain-
ing carefully any departures therefrom. On the other hand, they rarely
think that common sense is sensible. Common sense is, however, a
starting point, not something to be ignored. They often find their
theoretical starting points in the science of their day rather than in



religion or mysticism. Thoroughly argued iconoclasm is much
admired in this school. Many within the Analytic fold are the intel-
lectual heirs of David Hume. Usually they eschew grand metaphysical
systems in favour of logical and linguistic analyses of concepts in a
context much more narrowly circumscribed than a worldview. The
task they set themselves is mainly clarification of the logic and lan-
guage of science and the everyday conceptual framework.

At the outset of the twentieth-first century, the edges of the Con-
tinental and Analytic schools tend to blur into one another. In the
early part of the last century, however, the distinction between schools
was much more crisp. The Analytic philosophers universally con-
ceived of themselves as revolutionaries casting out the old order of
philosophers, whom they thought of as attempting to go beyond the
scope of human knowledge in their metaphysical speculations. These
early Analytic philosophers divided into two main streams. One
included Bertrand Russell, the early Wittgenstein, and Rudolf Carnap,
who thought of formal logic as providing a major key to philosophic
understanding. Another stream flowed from Moore, the later
Wittgenstein, and Austin, who thought that in ordinary language the
collective wisdom of the culture was to be discovered and improved
upon. Philosophers in both streams thought that most of the puzzles
of past philosophers and their Continental contemporaries could be
dissolved in the cleansing acid of logical or linguistic analysis. The
single most influential source of this way of thinking is the philoso-
pher I shall deal with first in this school, Bertrand Russell.

Russell: Aiming for scientific objectivity
about persons

Some of you may have, on the basis of the foregoing remarks on Ana-
lytic philosophy, come to expect that Analytic philosophers would be
opposed to everything you hold dear. That is why I begin with
Bertrand Russell, a great humanitarian, political activist, and passion-
ate social reformer. It is true that he wished to destroy the sort of phi-
losophy that had led to systems of thought in terms of which some
people had found their purpose in life, but he did so because he
thought these folk were being led down the garden path:
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Philosophy cannot itself determine the ends of life,
but it can free us from the tyranny of prejudice and
from distortions due to a narrow view. Love, beauty,
knowledge, and joy of life: these things retain their
lustre however wide our purview. And if philosophy
can help us to feel the value of these things, it will
have played its part in man’s collective work of bring-
ing light into a world of darkness.2

Russell believed that prior philosophers had been led to an unfortu-
nately narrow view of the universe and our place in it by the insuffi-
ciency of their tools. He believed that science and mathematics,
including the new kind of formal logic, a system of which he and
Whitehead had pioneered in Principia Mathematica, would open up a
great many alternative conceptions where earlier thinkers had seen but
one possibility.

There is an apocryphal story about Hegel speaking to a historian
who told Hegel that Hegel’s system did not agree with the facts of
history. Hegel is reputed to have replied, “So much the worse for the
facts.” This story is used to undermine faith in systems which pur-
port to tell us what life and the universe are all about—systems which
admit only one possible way that we and our world might be. The
story is designed to move us toward Russell’s means of proceeding:
when the facts and theory collide, abandon the theory. For this rea-
son, we do not find one theory but a great series of them associated
with Russell over his long and incredibly prolific career. Russell makes
no apologies for being a moving target. He did not think, as many of
his predecessors apparently did, that he had hit upon the absolute
truth about us and our universe or that he merely had to explicate his
findings in a grand system which could never be fundamentally
altered. He adopted instead the attitude of the scientist who tries for
some approximation to the truth in his hypotheses, puts them to the
test, and abandons them when they cease to come up to scratch.

Russell did not focus on the concept of person in the detailed way
that some of his contemporaries, such as Strawson and Ayer, did. The
positions, however—which Russell fearlessly took, at a time when
they were not at all popular—have had a great influence on the way
those philosophers and philosophers since have approached concepts
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of a person. In particular Russell cast suspicion on the method of
grand system building of the kind exemplified in Kant and Hegel. We
have earlier noted that Kant exerted a great influence on thinking
about persons. “Kant has the reputation of being the greatest of mod-
ern philosophers,” says Russell, “but to my mind he was a mere mis-
fortune.”3 Understand that Russell is speaking of one of the few
philosophers who is revered on both sides of the Analytic/Continen-
tal chasm. One certainly sees the iconoclasm here, but this is not mere
opinion: Russell’s reasons are given for your assessment. In the pas-
sage just quoted, Russell is defending Hume’s views on induction
against those of Kant, but I will leave you to read those in the origi-
nal if you wish. What I turn to now is another attack of Russell on
Kant which affects the central position given to persons with respect
to the nature of time and space. It is typical of Russell’s wish to pre-
serve a kind of objectivity of the universe outside of people’s minds.

Kant argued that space, conceived as something existing objec-
tively outside the observer, must be infinite and that space cannot be
infinite. He concluded that, because our concept of space leads us to
contradictory results, space was not objective after all but subjective.
Space is in the eye of the beholder. In such a metaphysical view, the
person is elevated to being, in effect, the creator of space. Russell
informs us concerning space that “the non-Euclideans refuted the
argument that it must be infinite, and Georg Cantor refuted the argu-
ment that it cannot be.”4 Russell here brings mathematics to bear on
a former philosophical stronghold. This is characteristic of Russell
and it is his way of bearing out the point made in the opening quo-
tation. Earlier philosophy narrowed our view to one possibility only,
in this instance that space is subjective, a feature of persons. Russell
wants to use mathematics and science to undo the restrictive argu-
ments of such systematizers as Kant to show that there are many pos-
sibilities for the way things are and consequently for the way people
are. We have to keep our views about reality constantly open to revi-
sion in the face of new experience and new scientific and mathemati-
cal results. This makes philosophy quite a different discipline to what
is being done under the name in the Continental School and what had
been done in much of philosophy prior to the twentieth century.
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What emerges in the background of the various views Russell
adopts as he confronts new arguments and scientific results is a com-
mitment to a generally Humean empiricism. One might expect then
that persons would be analyzed away, and to some extent this expec-
tation is realized. Russell certainly is attracted to a bundle theory of
individuals on which individuals of any kind—cats, pumpkins, elec-
trons, persons—are to be considered bundles of properties. By deny-
ing any Aristotelian substance in which the properties inhere, Russell
in his later works seems to be leaving little room for a soul or a Carte-
sian Ego.5 Nor is the later Russell sympathetic to the mind/matter
distinction championed by Descartes. For a while, he calls himself a
“neutral monist,” that is, one who accepts only one kind of stuff out
of which what we normally call mind and what we call matter is made.
There is, however, a distinction in the way we know the two, for “men-
tal events and their qualities can be known without inference, physi-
cal events are known only as regards their space-time structure.”6 To
clarify Russell’s metaphysical view that persons are special organiza-
tions of some of the basic things of which everything is made, we need
to have a better conception of these basic things.

The philosophical question of what the basic things are is han-
dled in a part of philosophy called Ontology. Russell’s ontology
changed considerably over his long career. In the famous, overconfi-
dently titled volume, The Problems of Philosophy, he accepted a dualist
ontology in which mind and matter were composed of different fun-
damental objects. Among the physical objects were sense data, “things
that were immediately known in sensation,” and among mental enti-
ties were sensations or experiences.7 Examples of sense data are
patches of colour in one’s visual field and the sounds one hears.
According to Pears, Russell seemed to think of persons as bodies with
associated Egos which sensed the sense data emanating from objects
and inductively inferred the existence of those objects.8 Soon Russell
moved to using sense data as the fundamental objects out of which
objects external to the mind were constructed, an idea followed up by
Carnap, Quine tells us.9 Because he had problems with the nature of
the Ego and of sense data, Russell eventually abandoned both ideas,
trying to solve his difficulties by the move, in his middle period, to
neutral monism. This was an attempt to construct both mental and
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physical objects out of components which were neither mental nor
physical but neutral.10

Quine tells us that “Neutrality here has a bias, as it often has in
politics; Russell’s neutral particulars are on the side of sense data.”11

The status of sense data, mental or physical, was always somewhat
unclear, though more physical than not in Russell’s treatment. It
seems then that Russell, and Analytic philosophy with him, took a
step toward materialism. By 1927, Pears reports, he had taken another
step in as much as he began to analyze sensations as physical occur-
rences in the nervous system of observers.12 The view of persons that
emerges gets further and further from that which had reigned since
Descartes of a non-physical being with a physical body at its disposal.

After Russell abandoned the Ego, as Hume had done, and aban-
doned sense data which were sensed by the Ego, Russell needed a new
word for his neutral particulars (that is, fundamental objects that
were neither mental nor physical) and he called them sensa.13 Pears
calls them appearances which gives us some handle on what they are;
we must not assume that they are appearances to a person but only
things which, if a person were to be able to sense them, would cause
something to appear to that person. They are the causes of sensation
but not necessarily sensed. Using the word “appearances” for “sensa,”
Pears sums up neutral monism neatly:

according to neutral monism appearances are grouped
in one way to form physical objects and in another
way to form minds. In order to get a physical object,
you take all the appearances that radiate outwards
from its position in physical space. In order to get a
mind, you take all the appearances that start from
surrounding objects and converge on its position in
physical space. The difference is based on the dis-
tinction between input and output.14

This is very strange from the point of view of common sense. If I see
a red rubber ball, I might think that the appearances of redness,
roundness, flexibility, and others which it has are somehow given off
by something underlying the appearances. Aristotle called the under-
lying thing “substance.” Russell thinks of the ball, however, as just
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this radiating group of appearances. A person’s mind, moreover, at
least as far as perception is concerned, becomes a special group of
appearances which are not radiating outward but which are interre-
lated with one another, causing what we think of as images and mem-
ories. Persons are then a combination of the body, which is a group of
appearances radiating outward, and a mind, which is a group of
appearances converging on the place where the person’s body is. Belief,
desire, and action are explained neurologically and behaviouristically
by the latter-day Russell.15

Here we see the complete opposite to Continental philosophy,
which thinks of science as hopelessly inadequate to understanding
persons and which points philosophy inward to the knowledge of self
gained by introspection. Russell does not ignore introspection, but he
tries to balance what that shows him with the results of physics, psy-
chology, and other sciences. He wields Ockham’s razor—a minimal-
ist principle common in philosophy, according to which entities are
not to be multiplied beyond necessity—with zest. Ockham expresses
the principle thesis: “What can be done with fewer [assumptions] is
done in vain with more.”16 Russell tries to eliminate any concept he
does not need to explain the facts he gets from introspection and
from the examination of the world around him. Ideas such as sub-
stance or being are quickly lopped off as unnecessary appendages.

There is much that is problematic in these views. In particular, it
is difficult to see how one can preserve the things Russell promised
us in the opening quotation to this section. One is reminded of the
sharp-toothed old saw, The grass never grows green again on ground
touched by Analytic philosophy. How can bundles of appearances
which are in no ontological way distinct from physical bundles find
joy in life, love, knowledge, and values? The only thing which distin-
guishes persons from trees seems to be our being receivers of appear-
ances rather than just senders. Actually, even trees might receive
appearances in a limited way. We are just different kinds of bundles
or different sorts of causal networks from trees. Trees might react to
light through photosynthesis, while we might react to a similar
appearance by producing images, memories, and behaviour—maybe
getting out the suntan lotion. We are more complex, perhaps, but still
causal, material systems like trees.

213

Analytic

Founding

Fathers



Of the lofty things mentioned in the opening quotation of this
section—joy, love, knowledge, and values—knowledge is the one Rus-
sell spends the most time analyzing. The theories of knowledge which
he adopts are empiricist theories which vary according to what is
doing the knowing. When there are still Egos around in Russell’s
developing philosophy, they are acquainted with the external objects
through sense data. We develop certain beliefs about the objects
external to the mind and try to confirm them by seeing what other
data we can get experimentally.

At the other extreme of a continuum of views, when Egos have
been lopped off by Ockham’s razor, knowledge is still understood in
terms of confirmation of beliefs, but belief or assent to propositions
is understood in terms of feelings the person has.17 Love and joy are
of course in this affective realm. Values as it turns out are, in Russell’s
view, also dependent on feelings, for he is an emotivist in ethics:
“Since no way can be even imagined for deciding a difference as to val-
ues, the conclusion is forced upon us that the difference is one of
tastes, not one as to any objective truth.”18 To call an action good or
bad is not to make a claim to knowledge but to say how we feel about
it.

Perhaps emotive feelings, like sensations, would be understood by
Russell in terms of neurology in his later materialist period. In any
case he thought of persons as causally determined physical subsys-
tems of a physically determined universe: “I am persuaded that the
behaviour of the human body is governed completely by the laws of
physics, and could be worked out by a Laplacean calculator. I say this
in spite of the talk of Eddington and others about atomic free will,
which I regard as mere anti-Bolshevik propaganda.”19 It seems there is
no room for personal freedom. Not only do we get subjectivism in
ethics from Russell, but we are treated to determinism as well. By an
enormously different route he brings us to the same conclusions
about people as, for instance, Schopenhauer.

As for metaphysical views, what emerges in Russell’s later writings
is a view of persons that is anathema to many because of its material-
ist foundation. From Russell’s standpoint, it supports many of those
sorts of things which the anti-materialist values. Witness the opening
quotation to this section. Those who feel this is a cheat will thunder
away about the reduction of such precious things as love and values
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to neurological features of material things. One can see Russell with
his characteristic twinkle and mischievous smile saying, “I am quite
prepared to listen: what more do you think these things are?” Russell
would summarily dismiss anything which is unclear or contradictory
in response to this question.

In the twentieth century, on both sides of the philosophical
chasm, persons have been changed into things which are hardly rec-
ognizable to earlier philosophers. Sartre’s beings-for-themselves and
Russell’s irradiations and convergences of appearances are not the
sorts of things we once thought ourselves to be. Absolutism has taken
a beating as a consequence; both Sartre and Russell makes ethics sub-
jective. While contemporary philosophers sometimes agree on ending
or starting points in their investigations—both Husserl and Russell,
for example, take our simplest experiences to be fundamentally
important—the routes they take us between points are not different
only in direction but also in the means of transport. Even within
schools we see vast differences. This is evident as we move from Rus-
sell to his close associate, the formidable Wittgenstein.

What about Daphne?
Daphne is, from Russell’s point of view, no different in kind to other
persons. She is the centre of a vortex of appearances, as far as her
mental life is concerned, and a radiation of appearances physically.
Her neurological disease has, of course, limited her behaviour to a
very small repertoire compared to what it was formerly. Like any of us,
she is an ongoing series of causes and effects in a material universe.
If we wish to use the word “person” to speak of Daphne in some
moral sense, then for Russell we are expressing emotions but not stat-
ing facts. These emotions are themselves determined by neurological
causes.

What I like about Russell
Russell shows us what we can get if we leave most of the poetry out
of our philosophy of persons. Perhaps he has thrown the baby out
with the bath water, but the water was extremely muddy. The trick is
to get the baby back but not the mud. The attempt to work with an
ontology of appearances is interesting. Egos and substances, such
mysterious things, are not needed if we can make sense of appearances
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as independently existing entities without the need of anyone to
whom they are appearances.

Wittgenstein: A different disappearance of persons
With regard to the relation of words to non-verbal facts, Russell tells
us, there is a type of philosopher who maintains that there is knowl-
edge not expressible in words but nonetheless uses words to tell us
what this knowledge is: “These include the mystics, Bergson, and
Wittgenstein; also certain aspects of Hegel and Bradley.”20 Wittgen-
stein speaks of using expressions as a ladder to climb to an under-
standing, from which height we can see the expressions as nonsense
and throw the ladder away.21 This ladder-heaving view Russell dis-
misses as contradictory.22 Nonetheless, Russell avers that
“Mr.Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, whether or not it prove
to give the ultimate truth on the matters with which it deals, certainly
deserves, by its breadth and scope and profundity, to be considered an
important event in the philosophical world.”23 Apparently, even for
those who value his work highly, Wittgenstein is a terribly controver-
sial figure in philosophy.

Like Russell, Wittgenstein dallied for a time with an ontology of
facts; that is to say, he thought facts were the basic things of which
the world was composed. Like Russell, Wittgenstein thought that the
world was mirrored by a certain system of logic; logical atomism was
what Russell called this theory. Language consists of propositions
which can be broken down, ultimately, into atomic propositions.
These correspond to simple facts about the world. All the complexity
of the world can be expressed in terms of the atomic propositions
combined according to logical operations. In such a view of the world,
the self tends to get reduced to a group of facts concerning behaviour
and neurology. We have seen this sort of materialist reduction in Rus-
sell’s view of the mind. Russell is an heir to Hume. At first glance,
Wittgenstein seems to be another heir to Hume. Wittgenstein puts
the disappearance of the self this way:

There is no such thing as the subject that thinks
or entertains ideas.

If I wrote a book called The world as I found it, I
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should have to include a report on my body, and
should have to say which parts were subordinate to
my will, and which were not, etc., this being a method
of isolating the subject, or rather of showing that in
an important sense there is no subject; for it alone
could not be mentioned in that book.

The subject does not belong to the world: rather,
it is a limit of the world.24

As with the original Humean dissolution of the self, the immediate
question arises, does this not reduce to absurdity the method which
does the dissolving? It does seem to be the solvent, logical atomism,
not the concept of the self which is endangered by such conclusions.
If one insists on viewing the world through a form of empiricism that
only a logician could love, then one will not find oneself. Nonethe-
less, the idea that the self is a limit of the world rather than a thing
in the world may have important uses. It is reminiscent of Husserl’s
seeing but unseen Ego. Perhaps the appearance of disappearance is
misleading. From an objective point of view, the self is not in the
world but, subjectively, it is the perceiver of the world.

The person left after Wittgenstein’s Tractatus has done its work is
a combination of a body and any other things which can be described
as facts in the world plus an encircling limit or self. One has to
remember, however, that Wittgenstein is speaking of the world as he
found it, not simply the world. The self then is the limit of a person’s
own version of the world, not necessarily of the world. For solipsists
this comes to the same thing; for the rest of us, what Wittgenstein
has really said is that a self is the limit of a person’s world. To know
oneself, one must know what, from one’s own point of view, exists.
The self is like a vanishing point, a point of perspective from which
the world is drawn but not something in the picture.

Wittgenstein is often treated as two philosophers, the early and
the later Wittgenstein roughly corresponding with the Tractatus and
The Philosophical Investigations.25 There are in fact some other develop-
ments in between these—“later” sometimes means from the Blue
Book onward”26—but there is a remarkable unity through all his work
on the topic of the self and the person. What we have is a philosopher
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who did not mind changing his views but who developed a skepticism
about any objective self through all the changes. The later Wittgen-
stein abandoned the logical empiricism of the Tractatus, which limited
attention to atomic propositions as the fundamentally important
kind of language. He later thought of language on the model of a tool
box with many different types of tools, while his earlier view had been
restricted to one tool in the box. Wittgenstein did not, however, give
up the idea that linguistic analysis is essential to philosophy, nor does
the later Wittgenstein bring much cheer to those who found his ear-
lier views of the person somewhat desiccated. In fact, by applying all
the tools in the box, Wittgenstein still constructs a view in which
there is no place for a self as the referent of “I.”27

What seems constant through Wittgenstein’s thinking on the
subject of persons is that thinking of the self as a particular, as the
referent of “I” is being misled by grammar. “I” takes the same subject
position in a sentence as the sort of expressions which refer to a par-
ticular physical object, such as London Bridge. To think, however, that
“I” in the sentence I am thinking, refers to something is to be mis-
taken about the use of “I.” To illustrate the mistake, consider a for-
eign guest whose host informs her that, It is cold outside. The guest
then asks, What is this thing that is cold outside, the cat? The host
explains with patience and amusement that “it” does not refer to a
particular thing outside, but indicates that the temperature is low.
Wittgenstein claims that we are making the same mistake as the for-
eign guest in my example when we take “I” to refer to something.28

Wittgenstein also makes some brief remarks on personal identity
in accord with his general concern to dissolve philosophical problems
through careful attention to language.29 We use personal names in the
way we do only because of certain contingent facts about ourselves.
Our bodies do not change so quickly that we cannot recognize peo-
ple we see often on the basis of their appearance. Wittgenstein asks
us to imagine that we all look alike but that there are different sets of
characteristics associated with different bodies, for example, a low
voice, jerky movements, and grumpy demeanour or a high voice, slow
movements, and a mild manner. If the sets of characteristics stayed in
sets but migrated from body to body, then we would be likely to use
personal names not on the basis of sameness of bodies but to name
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sets of characteristics. Wittgenstein then discusses Jekyll/Hyde cases
and an example aimed at the memory criterion of personal identity.
He supposes a man has two separate streams of memory, one active
on even days and one active on odd days of his life. These possibili-
ties are used by Wittgenstein to try to persuade his readers that “the
ordinary use of the word ‘person’ is what one might call a composite
use suitable under the ordinary circumstances. If I assume, as I do,
that these circumstances are changed, the application of the term ‘per-
son’ or ‘personality ’ has thereby changed.”30 We are free to choose,
Wittgenstein thinks, how we are to use the terms in these odd cir-
cumstances. Thus, concerning the many similar examples that
philosophers have used to try to clarify the concept of person,
Wittgenstein would say that the examples show nothing more than
that we are free to choose, in unusual circumstances, how we are to
use “person.” Once the background assumptions are changed from
those with which we are familiar, the meaning of “person” is no longer
fixed. One can only speculate on what the new usage might be.

This warning of Wittgenstein’s about the chameleon quality of
the meaning of “person” is seldom taken seriously. Even philosophers
frequently treat “person” as meaningful and clear in extraordinary
examples. Wittgenstein believes that “there is a great variety of crite-
ria of personal ‘identity’” to be noticed even in ordinary cases.31 Some
contemporary philosophers such as Wilkes, do seem to appreciate
Wittgenstein’s point here. Wilkes, who recognizes the difficulty at
least in so far as she avoids fictional examples, still treats the word
“person” as meaningful in a constant way when dealing with such odd
cases as multiple personality or fugue states, but perhaps she thinks
her Aristotelian reconstruction of the meaning of “person” allows her
to do this, stretching as it does to fit these cases as well as the ordi-
nary ones.32 Against Wilkes and others who try to establish one usage
for “person” to fit a wide variety of circumstances, Wittgenstein
seems to be claiming that there are many legitimate heirs to the ordi-
nary usage of “person.” It seems, however, that most philosophers dis-
agree with Wittgenstein or forget his warning.

What about Daphne?
The later Wittgenstein would tell us that the answer to our questions
about Daphne depend on linguistic usages. If none of the common
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usages is developed for the purposes of discussing such cases, then we
may simply choose a way of using the terms “person” and “identity”
in such a case. There is merely a decision about definition to be made,
no profound question about who is whom or what is a person. Indeed
if we wonder whether Daphne’s self remains after her decline, we are
merely misled by grammar. The self is not an objective entity but a
limit on subjective perceptions of the world. Whatever limit Daphne
has now is Daphne’s self, but this is a very changeable thing, not at
all like a Cartesian Ego.

What I like about Wittgenstein
Wittgenstein is clear about the limits of the strange examples which
philosophers frequently use to understand such concepts as personal
identity. They may reveal to us the ways in which we use language, but
they do not reveal what is real or what is possible. His is an interest-
ing idea, the self as a point of perspective outside the picture. If one
stares at the picture, like Hume, one of course finds no self.

Logical positivism

When I was teaching in Europe in the mid-1970s, I noticed that the
defenders of the Continental style of philosophizing often took it
upon themselves to attack the Analytic school by attacking logical
positivism. This was exceedingly strange given that, from the point of
view of most Analytic philosophers, these Continental philosophers
were flogging a dead horse. This sect of empiricism had already died
the death of a thousand qualifications. It has, however, considerable
historical importance and its influences remain.

Logical positivism was the output of a group of philosophers
referred to as the Vienna circle, on which Wittgenstein was a major
influence. To Wittgenstein they attributed their central doctrine, the
verification principle; as Passmore expresses it, “the meaning of a
proposition is identical with the method of verifying it—that is that
a proposition means the set of experiences which are together equiv-
alent to the proposition’s being true.”33 In effect, the Vienna circle
interpreted this in such a way as to accept scientific and mathemati-
cal statements as meaningful, while rejecting any claims which could
not be verified by appeal to the five senses or to logic. Logical posi-
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tivism contains, then, a theory of linguistic meaning according to
which much philosophy consists of meaningless verbiage.

The logical positivists were particularly interested in destroying
the German idealist tradition. Such proclamations as “The Absolute
is beyond time,” were thought to be absolute rubbish by the Vienna
circle. More recent philosophy in the Continental school, while often
opposed to idealism, tends to make claims in a way that the positivists
loved to dismiss, for example, Sartre’s claim that existence precedes
essence. It is not hard to see why hatred for logical positivism has
outlived logical positivism among the philosophers of the Continen-
tal school.

Much of our ordinary talk about persons would also qualify as
meaningless by the verification principle. Unfortunately for the logi-
cal positivists, the verification principle also is meaningless when
judged on its own. It is a self-destructive principle. To see this, con-
sider the statement of the principle: the meaning of a proposition is identi-
cal with the method of verifying it. There is no method of verifying this
statement. The two methods the positivists accepted were the empir-
ical method of science and the analytic method of mathematics. The
statement cannot be verified empirically, nor is it an analytic state-
ment—that is, a statement known to be true or false by logic alone
or one reducible to such a statement by the substitution of synonyms
for synonyms. Disagreements about how logical positivism was to
handle this problem and how it was to evolve eventually dissolved it
as a sect into the wider movement of logical empiricism, in which
such philosophers as Russell operated; these philosophers did not
make such rigid demands on meaningful language. While this posi-
tivist view is well and truly dead, the legacy of logical positivism is
evident in some contemporary Analytic philosophers’ work. This
influence is neatly summed up by Passmore:

insofar as it is widely agreed that transcendental
metaphysics, if not meaningless, is at least otiose,
that philosophers ought to set an example of preci-
sion and clarity, that philosophy should make use of
technical devices, deriving from logic, in order to
solve problems relating to the philosophy of science,
that philosophy is not about “the world” but about
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the language through which men speak about the
world, we can detect in contemporary philosophy, at
least, the persistence of the spirit which inspired the
Vienna Circle.34

While Carnap and others in the Vienna circle might not like talk
about being inspired by a spirit, what Passmore says here is meaning-
ful and true. I speak from experience as one brought up in a philo-
sophical tradition that fits Passmore’s description. One could not
speak to many of my teachers about, for example, Sartre’s view that
persons, of necessity, try to turn each other into objects. At least one
could not express the idea without the kind of linguistic explication
that Sartre would find otiose.

Logical positivism is sometimes so approximately construed as to
include not only those who accepted the verification principle of
meaning but quite different philosophers, such as Moore, Ryle, and
Austin who are properly classified not as positivists but as ordinary
language philosophers. Unlike their colleagues in the logical empiri-
cist tradition, they laid much less emphasis on the help to be gained
from formal logic and much more emphasis on the analysis of ordi-
nary language. The most important member of this group, where the
topic of persons is concerned, was Ryle.

Ryle: Exorcism of a persistent ghost
Ryle shared with Wittgenstein and Russell the Humean view that the
self as a separate substance is a myth. Like the later Wittgenstein, Ryle
thinks the difficulties we have understanding persons, the self, and
the mind all fall away when one attends carefully to language and
logic. His classic diatribe against the ghost in the machine, which one
finds in The Concept of Mind,35 extends the arguments of Russell and
Wittgenstein and makes them more accessible.

One of the main battles concerning persons in contemporary phi-
losophy is that between the heirs of Hume and the heirs of Descartes.
Ryle lays the blame for our confusion about ourselves squarely on
Descartes’ doorstep, but he thinks that the arguments of many of
those opposed to Descartes are also faulty because they commit an
error to be discussed in a moment, an error Ryle dubs “a category
mistake.”36 First let us look at the doctrine Ryle opposes.
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The roughly Cartesian doctrine Ryle sets out to destroy is what
he calls the official doctrine or the myth of the ghost in the machine.
This is the doctrine that every person is a combination of a material
body in a mechanical causal network and an immaterial mind insu-
lated from that causal network: “A person therefore lives through two
collateral histories, one consisting of what happens in and to his body,
the other consisting of what happens in and to his mind. The first is
public, the second private. The events in the first history are events
in the physical world, those in the second are events in the mental
world.”37 This doctrine, Ryle assures us, is absurd. He points to var-
ious problems, such as the difficulty of saying how mind and body
interact and the tendency to solipsism if one adopts this doctrine.
His diagnosis is that the dogma of the ghost in the machine treats the
facts of mental life as if they belonged to one logical type or category
when they actually belong to another.38

Ryle illustrates the meaning of “category mistake” only very
roughly in a series of illustrations, for instance, this:

A foreigner visiting Oxford or Cambridge for the
first time is shown a number of colleges, libraries,
playing fields, museums, scientific departments and
administrative offices. He then asks “But where is the
University?”…It then has to be explained to him that
the University is not another collateral institution,
some ulterior counterpart to the colleges, laborato-
ries and offices.…The University is just the way in
which all that he has already seen is organized.”39

According to Ryle, those who speak of the mind as if it were an entity
collateral to the body are misunderstanding what type of thing a mind
is. It is not that Ryle wishes to reduce mind to matter or matter to
mind; he thinks both reductions are ridiculous, since matter and mind
are not two contrasting things in the same category. He compares the
attempted contrast to that between the sentences, She came home in
a sedan chair and She came home in a flood of tears.40 I take Ryle to
mean that it would be silly to say that all mental events are really
material just in the same way as it would be silly to say that someone
could travel in a flood of tears as opposed to a sedan chair. Rather
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than engaging in the old debate among materialists, idealists, and
dualists, Ryle tries to make their vocabulary look foolish, as Rorty
might say,41 and Ryle does a fairly good job of this.

This is not to say that Ryle wants to stop altogether the use of
such terms as “I,” “self,” or “mind.” We do, however, have to admin-
ister some astringent correctives to their usage. Ryle points out that:
“‘I’ is not an extra name for an extra being; it indicates when I say or
write it, the same individual who can also be addressed by the proper
name ‘Gilbert Ryle’”.42 Ryle is inveighing against supposing that “I”
is the name for the self which is to be considered as an immaterial
substance associated with the body. He also is unhappy with the idea
that “an ordinary person is really some sort of committee or team of
persons, all laced together inside one skin.”43 The Iliadic Greeks
thought that way; we have seen, moreover, that Plato held that reason,
spirit, and appetite were three selves within the person. Many people
today still might talk, in Ryle’s words, “as if the thinking and vetoing
‘I’ were one person, and the greedy or lazy ‘I’ were another.”44 In sen-
tences such as, I caught myself beginning to dream, Ryle does not
want to treat the two occurrences of the pronoun as referring to two
persons or selves within the person.

To avoid this duplication of persons, Ryle analyzes “I” as an index
word, which is today also called an indexical; he says such words
“indicate to the hearer or reader the particular thing, episode, person,
place, or moment referred to.”45 “Now,” for example refers to the
moment at which it is uttered. Ryle goes through a number of differ-
ent uses of “I,” “me,” and “myself ” to illustrate that they may mean
“my body” or may just refer to the person uttering one of them. Ryle
suggests that “I am warming myself at the fire” is equivalent to “I am
warming my body at the fire,” but that it is nonsense to say “My body
is warming my body at the fire.”46 After going through some more
peculiar usages, Ryle returns to the point that these pronouns are
indexicals, so that in the statement, I caught myself beginning to
dream, there is no reference to duplicate persons or selves within per-
sons. To explicate Ryle, I would paraphrase this sentence just quoted
as, “Gilbert Ryle at time t´ noticed that Gilbert Ryle at time t was
beginning to dream, and t´ is later than t.” Such analyses are intended
to show that there is only one person to whom the pronouns refer.
One may still, however, be dissatisfied. On introspection one seems
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to almost grasp an elusive referent of “I.” Ryle attempts to take the
mystery out of this as well.

Ryle speaks of the “systematic elusiveness of ‘I’.”47 The general
reason for this elusiveness of ourselves when we try to know ourselves
is given in Ryle’s principle: “any performance can be the concern of a
higher order performance, but cannot be the concern of itself.”48 To
understand this, consider Ryle’s example of a book review.49 A review
of a book is a first-order review. A review of all prior reviews of a book
is a second-order review, review of second-order reviews is third order,
and so on. Now the principle tells us that a second-order review can-
not be the subject of another second-order review. Consider now my
reviewing my own performances with a view to knowing myself. One
of the things I must leave out is my current reviewing, which is a per-
formance that would have to be the subject of a higher-order per-
formance later. When I look at myself, I always leave something out.
This, Ryle thinks, is the source of the elusiveness of self. One cannot
describe oneself fully: “Even if the person is for special speculative
purposes, momentarily concentrating on the Problem of the Self, he
has failed and knows that he has failed to catch more than the flying
coat-tails of that which he was pursuing. His quarry was the
hunter.”50

Ryle also thinks this principle explains our feeling that we have
free will and are unpredictable. Whenever we try to predict our own
future actions we will leave something out, namely the current per-
formance, the prediction we are now making. Looking at our past
actions, we can see how they could have been predicted by someone in
possession of all the facts, but our present self-knowledge is always
missing one of the facts.51

It seems then that, although Ryle claims to dissipate the contrast
between mind and matter, what he says is less abrasive in the ears of
the materialist than in those of the idealist or the dualist. The mate-
rialist who typically accepts causal determinism will like what Ryle has
to say about the prediction of human behaviour. It is also clear that
Ryle accepts the existence of our bodies. What he says about minds,
however, tends to rule out entirely dualism and idealism; for minds
are largely known by observable behaviour.52 While Ryle admits that
there are things about ourselves which cannot be known by others—
things to which we have privileged access—they are to Ryle, in the
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main, unimportant. The hallowed souls, selves, and minds within are
reduced to a technical trick of inner speech.53 He derides those who
make something occult out of this: “They postulate an internal
shadow-performance to be the real carrier of the intelligence ordinar-
ily ascribed to the overt act.”54 Against this shadowy inner mind Ryle
claims that describing mind or intelligence is describing conduct.55

This is true of other capacities as well, according to Ryle: “I find out
most of what I want to know about your capacities, interests, likes,
dislikes, methods and convictions by observing how you conduct your
overt doings, of which by far the most important are your sayings and
writings. It is a subsidiary question how you conduct your imagin-
ings, including your imagined monologues.”56

Curiously, Ryle and Sartre agree entirely on the great importance
of what we do as opposed to what we imagine we are. Ryle’s method,
however, is largely opposed to the poetic method of the Continental
philosophers. The emphasis is on preserving as much as possible of
common sense and usage while excising any absurdities and maximiz-
ing clarity. His critics might maintain that he has excised anything
that was profoundly important in the concept of a person, while his
admirers would say that he has banished occultists’ mutterings in
favour of plain truth. Certainly he has to be reckoned with when we
come to give our own analyses of the concept of a person.

What about Daphne?
Ryle would tell us that it is silly to ask whether Daphne remains after
the ravages of her illness. After all there she is. If we are asking about
something other than what we see, then we are seeking a ghost in the
machine, like the member of a non-industrialized culture who, on
first seeing a locomotive, says It must have a very powerful spirit! If
we want to know what Daphne is or who, we simply look at what she
can do. To ask after the real Daphne within is to make a category mis-
take. There is nothing over and above that of which we take stock, no
more than there is some entity, the university, over and above the
buildings and the people in them.

What I like about Ryle
Ryle puts views about persons to be found in the ordinary-language
school of thought into relatively sharp focus. He teaches us to be
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careful about the way we commit ourselves to the existence of things
on the basis of the words we use. His picturesque metaphors and the
hazy but evocative notion of a category mistake make us careful when
we come to say what there is, over and above observable behaviour, in
a person.

Taking stock after the iconoclasts

What remains of us after these founders of the Analytic school are
through? We seem to be back where Hume left us, no place at all. Per-
haps I should say, rather, we have been put in our place. There is no
non-spatial Cartesian Ego left. What remains of us is a spatio-tem-
porally locatable set of behaviours and a behaving body, which itself
is a mere bundle of sensa, to use Russell’s term, like any object.
Thinking substances, essences, spirit, soul, mind, and self are ban-
ished along with the unicorn or, what amounts to a fate worse than
banishment—reduced to neurophysiological events. The self is a
grammatical illusion. Freedom is impossible. Moral claims are mere
expressions of emotion. Some—Russell, for example—seem to be
able to think and act as humanists in spite of believing in these icon-
oclastic pronouncements. This is not logically inconsistent if one
describes what one is doing in the appropriate reductionist way. It is,
however, difficult to motivate humanism under the stern aegis of
reductionism.

In some ways such views simplify things. To ask whether, for
example, someone who has permanently lost her mind has survived is
to ask either whether a particular body has survived, or whether a cer-
tain repertoire of behaviours has survived. That explains our tendency
to answer, Yes and no. Only the body has survived. This simplifica-
tion of the issue of survival of persons is bought at the cost of trim-
ming the rich fabric of our experience to fit the narrow frame of
behaviourist or materialist reduction. Is it really plausible that a
behavioural repertoire or a set of sensa can be made to explain what
Bergson rhapsodically but unclearly referred to as our intuition of
ourselves?

Knowing what it is like to stand in my shoes is to be acquainted
with an extremely complex phenomenon, I assure you. To dismiss this
as a limit of the world experienced, or to reduce it to atoms or sensa
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is not plausible without a much longer story being told than the
cheerful British founders of the Analytic school have begun to tell.
One should throw out bath water only after checking carefully for
babies. On the other hand, this group of philosophers has shown us
just how muddy the bath water was. Their demands for clarity can be
met in a salutary way if we avoid oversimplification.

Content questions

1. Does Russell think that philosophy can help you find your pur-
pose in life? What can philosophy do?

2. What are sense data?
3. What are sensa?
4. How does Russell distinguish minds from bodies?
5. What is Ockham’s razor?
6. The early Wittgenstein thinks there is no objective self. How does

the later Wittgenstein’s view compare?
7. What is the verification principle and how did the Vienna circle

interpret it?
8. Give an example of Ryle’s idea of a category mistake.
9. What is an indexical?

10. How does Ryle explain the systematic elusiveness of “I”?
11. How does Ryle explain the appearance of free will?

Arguments for analysis

At some earlier stages in his philosophical development, Russell
favoured a dualist view of the world, in which persons are mind-body
pairs understanding the world around them through the sense data
they get through the five senses. Here is a simplified argument for his
view. The argument presupposes a commonly used principle of epis-
temology, inference to the best explanation (or, IBE). This is the
principle that, if a hypothesis is the best explanation of the data then
that hypothesis is true. It is a very controversial principle. Among
those who accept it, there is a debate over what “best” should be taken
to mean.
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Argument 1: The inference to the best explanation
argument for standard dualism

Our mental sense data occur as if we were observing a physical world,
getting these data through the various neurological pathways that lead
from sense receptors to our brains. There are, however, infinitely many
different explanations for these sense data or appearances. We might, for
instance, be brains in vats getting virtual reality rather than a picture of
the real world. There is, however, no need to adopt such exotic hypothe-
ses to explain our perceptions. By the inference to the best explanation,
we should choose the simple explanation that our sense data are
caused by objects external to our minds that are much as we see them.

Later Russell adopted a neutral monist view, through which per-
sons and objects differed mainly by the distinction of input from out-
put. The universe is composed of sensa (appearances). Persons and
other observers of the universe are convergences of sensa. What we
used to think of as material objects are irradiations of sensa. Objects
send sensa out. Minds take sensa in. This view is reminiscent of
Hume’s radical empiricism.

Argument 2: Russell’s argument against Descartes
When Descartes says, “I think; hence, I am,” he illegitimately goes
beyond the evidence. The evidence Descartes permits himself is that
of sense data. All that one can conclude on the basis of observing the
present operations of one’s own mind is that one, at present, exists as
a mind. “I,” however, refers to a person existing through time, and our
present sense data give us no certainty about any past or future of the
mind that is presently considering its own sense data. More simply
put, one cannot say, “I am” meaning “I exist as a person through time”
on the basis of present thoughts. The past may be an illusion. The
future may not contain the thinker of these present thoughts.

Argument 3: Some arguments of Wittgenstein
against Descartes

The earlier Wittgenstein
If I make a complete catalogue of all the items of which I am aware,
of the world as I know it, that catalogue does not include me. I am
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not an observed thing in the world but merely the limit of a set of
observations. Instead of saying, “I think; hence, I am,” we should say,
“Thinking is taking place here and now.” A group of thoughts just
implies the existence of a group of thoughts, not a thinker.

The later Wittgenstein
If I say, “It is raining,” I do not imply that there is some individual
object to which “it” refers. If I say, “I think,” I do not imply that there
is some individual thing to which “I” refers. Descartes is misled by
grammar into thinking that a pronoun in the subject position must
refer to a particular in the world.

Argument 4: The positivists against Descartes
Descartes claims that he has shown the existence of a continuing and
eternal Ego—rather like a soul—that thinks and knows of its own
existence. The claim that such an Ego exists is, however, meaningless.
To be meaningful, the claim would have to be an analytic statement
(e.g., All bachelors are unmarried) or an empirical statement (e.g.,
There are two crows sitting on my roof). There is no reason to think
“The Ego exists” is an analytic claim. The Ego, moreover, is feature-
less and, hence, unobservable. We cannot, therefore, prove its exis-
tence by empirical means. “The Ego exists” is neither an analytic
statement nor an empirical statement. By the verification principle,
therefore, “The Ego exists” is a meaningless statement.

Argument 5: Reply that the verification principle
is self-defeating

The verification principle, as interpreted by the early positivists,
claims that no sentence is meaningful unless it is either analytic or
empirical. The verification principle itself, however, is neither analytic
nor empirical. Therefore, the verification principle is, according to
itself, meaningless.

Argument 6: Ryle against Descartes
If we think of the mind and body as two separate things, then we are
unable to say how the two interact. Therefore, dualism is absurd.
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If we think of the mind and body as two separate things, we only
have direct access to the mind. In that case we can not be sure of the
body or of other minds. We are led to solipsism, an absurd view.
Therefore dualism is absurd.

If we speak as if the mind and body are two separate things, we
are making a category mistake. There are not two kinds of things, the
mental and the physical, within a single category. The contrast of the
two makes no sense. It is like trying to contrast the two sentences, She
came home in a bad mood and She came home in a taxi. If you say
that a person is primarily mental rather than physical, that is like say-
ing she came home in a bad mood rather than a taxi. The contrast is
nonsensical.

One of the things common to all of the above arguments is their
preoccupation with language, a hallmark of twentieth-century philos-
ophy. Rather than accepting the old concepts of idealism, dualism,
and materialism, contemporary philosophers have challenged the
meaningfulness of the language in which these were expressed. Often
this challenge backfires. Consider the argument above against the ver-
ification principle.
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Strawson: The concept of person as basic

N ot all contemporary philosophers in the Analytic school are
suspicious of traditional philosophy, in particular, meta-

physics. A major contribution with respect to the metaphysical status
of persons was made by P.F. Strawson in Individuals: An Essay in Descrip-
tive Metaphysics. “Descriptive metaphysics,” Strawson tells us, “is con-
tent to describe the actual structure of our thought about the world,
revisionary metaphysics is concerned to produce a better structure.”1

More particularly, what Strawson wishes to describe comes from the
great unsung commonplaces of thought: “For there is a massive cen-
tral core of human thinking which has no history—or none recorded
in histories of thought; there are categories and concepts which, in
their most fundamental character, change not at all.”2 Strawson’s
work on the concept of a person is remarkable in the scope and gen-
erality of his undertaking and in his going beyond “the reliance upon
a close examination of the actual use of words.”3 His main aim, as
regards our topic, is to show that material bodies and persons are “the
basic or fundamental particulars, that the concepts of other types of
particular must be seen as secondary in relation to the concepts of
these.”4



Self and other
Strawson’s route into the forbidding territory of the philosophy of
persons is via the traditional mountain passes, the problems of self-
knowledge and solipsism: “Each of us distinguishes between himself
and states of himself on the one hand, and what is not himself or a
state of himself on the other. What are the conditions of our making
this distinction, and how are they fulfilled? In what way do we make
it, and why do we make it in the way we do?”5 Think about how we
distinguish two material particulars in the world such as the book we
are reading and the telephone. Now think about how we distinguish
ourselves from other things. It does not seem at all like distinguish-
ing the book from the telephone. We do not hold up some particu-
lar—the self—in imagination and compare it to the telephone. So
how do we do it?

Strawson sees a person’s having an idea of herself or himself as a
very strange phenomenon, which he describes in rather Humean
terms: “it might begin to look impossible that he should have the idea
of himself—or at any rate the right idea…if it is just an item within
his experience of which he has this idea, how can it be the idea of that
which has all of his experiences?”6 To investigate our idea of self,
Strawson turns to the language we use to talk about ourselves, to
ascribe things to ourselves. We ascribe some of the same things we
ascribe to physical particulars, for instance, height, colour, and posi-
tion; yet we also ascribe things which we normally do not ascribe to
physical particulars such as anger, diligence, or, more generally, con-
sciousness. To understand this, Strawson decides to look into our rea-
sons for ascribing consciousness to anything at all and our reasons for
ascribing both physical and mental properties to people.

If, however, we look at people who are very young and outside of
our culture, in non-industrial cultures, then Strawson’s point about
what we ascribe does not hold. A child may feel comfortable with an
expression such as, The forest is angry. Poets and environmentalists
in our culture may also use such expressions, though usually they are
meant as tropes to underline our perfidy in sullying our own nest.
Sometimes, however, the use is literal and draws on a system of val-
ues that is quite unlike the one Kant clarified by distinguishing per-
sons from mere things. In the Kantian value system, things have value
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only in their service to persons. It is partly because we accept this
Kantian doctrine that we are so willing to use up our natural sur-
roundings rather than to preserve them for their own sakes. Straw-
son’s acceptance of the Kantian doctrine may be backward looking.
The point of distinguishing people from mere things was to prevent
people being used improperly, but we will have to widen the scope of
our protection. This may put a strain on the distinction of persons
from mere things. It is to be hoped that we will refine the distinction
so as to value some non-persons more highly rather than to value peo-
ple less.

Having asked why conscious states are ascribed to anything at all
and why to the same thing as physical characteristics, Strawson goes
on to look at the way we have experiences. He argues that it is a con-
tingent matter that our experiences are tied to our own bodies. The
unique role, however, that our bodies have in our perceptual experi-
ence explains our attachment to them. This observation about our
bodies does not, however, answer Strawson’s questions.7

This unique role of the body might go further toward answering
Strawson’s questions if there were a necessary connection between the
body and the experience of the person. The argument that there is no
such connection consists mainly of a description of a fanciful case in
which a person’s visual experience is determined by the bodies of oth-
ers. Like Kathleen Wilkes,8 I am suspicious of such examples. In the
unclear background assumptions which make them seem to work
there may be hidden some contradiction. The philosophy, psychology,
and biology of perception are insufficiently developed for us to comb
this background for such flaws; so it is reasonable for us to remain,
for the time being, agnostic with respect to the contingency of the
connection of experience to the body.

What would persuade me that Strawson is wrong about this claim
of contingency is sufficient experience of the sort described by the
novelist Hesse in Siddhartha. Siddhartha, an East Indian mystic, is said
to inhabit, while in a trance, the bodies of various animals and said to
share their experiences. If I could see the world as if from the body of
the bald eagle which I sometimes see from my window, and if I could
later verify—say, by the use of aerial photographs—that my experi-
ence culled in this strange way was veridical, then I might accept the
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contingency of the role of my body in my experience. On the face of
it, however, I lean, despite my agnosticism, to accepting a necessary
connection of my body to my experience.

Owning experience: Cartesian and no-ownership views
Strawson continues his description of the structure of our thought
with respect to persons by discussing the Cartesian and no-ownership
views.9 Both of these views he attacks as making the profound error
of thinking that there are two senses of “I,” one referring to the body
and one referring to something else. The Cartesian view is one we
have seen in the discussion of Descartes (see chapter 5). According
to Descartes, the body is one substance, the mind or Cartesian Ego is
another. When we speak of the person, we may refer to either or both.
Mental predicates are properly ascribable only to the mind and phys-
ical predicates only to the body. While Strawson disagrees with this
view, he thinks it is at least coherent. He does not accord the no-own-
ership view as much respect.

The no-ownership view is one Strawson thinks might be fathered
on Wittgenstein and on Schlick, a central member of the Vienna cir-
cle which promoted logical positivism. The no-ownership view is the
view that there are no owners of certain experiences which we ascribe
to the Cartesian Ego. Strawson illustrates this view with his version
of one of Wittgenstein’s examples, which I simplify as follows: “I’ve
got a bad tooth,” means “This body has a bad tooth,” but “I’ve got a
toothache” does not mean “This Ego has a toothache.” In fact, where
“I” appears to denote the Ego, it denotes no such thing. “I’ve got a
toothache” should be read as “A toothache is occurring now.”10

The reason for adopting this strange no-ownership view, accord-
ing to Strawson, is acceptance of what I shall call the transferability
principle, which is that: “Only those things whose ownership is logi-
cally transferable can be owned at all.”11 Of course I could not trans-
fer the ownership of my toothache to Ursula if it is my Ego which is
having that experience. Ursula might have a toothache but not the
experience I had—although it is logically possible that Ursula’s body
and not mine had this particular bad tooth. All talk of ownership of
a toothache is dismissed since, by this transferability principle, I
could not own that experience in the first place.
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This no-ownership view is incoherent, according to Strawson. He
accuses its proponents of assuming the ownership they are trying to
deny when they state their no-ownership view. They must use “my”
or some other possessive word to locate the experience. If they elim-
inate such possessives, they cannot, according to Strawson, talk about
the contingent facts of possession of certain experiences by the body
in the sense of being causally dependent on that body. (I will discuss
the argument for this later in connection with Ayer’s view.) If these
facts are not contingent, then we do not have logical transferability of
ownership as required. The no-ownership theorist has to make use of
the idea of a person possessing an experience in order to deny that
experiences are possessed by persons.12

Whether or not this no-ownership view is Wittgenstein’s view,
there is the Wittgensteinian ladder-heaving response to Strawson.
The no-ownership theorist could say, Yes, I must use these posses-
sives which reduce my propositions to nonsense, but these proposi-
tions are only used to bring you to a realization of the ineffable thing
I want to say. Once you see that, you can discard these nonsensical
propositions. Of course, if one has no special realizations on hearing
these propositions, one can also reply with Wittgenstein’s authority:
“What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.”13

The point of descriptive metaphysics which Strawson seeks to
bring out by considering the no-ownership view is that the principle
of transferability must be abandoned. A non-transferable kind of
ownership is central to our thought about persons. In fact, without
attributing them to persons, we have no way of identifying various
particulars such as thoughts and pains. We need the basic particulars,
persons, and this non-transferable ownership to be able to identify
and re-identify these items in our scheme of thought about the world.

As to the questions on the Cartesian view with which Strawson
began, one need not ask why both conscious and physical states are
attributed to one thing, the person, since the person is really the Ego
with two other things, body and mind, which it owns. This view,
Strawson complains, does not answer why we should ascribe states of
consciousness to anything. This must seem a rather odd complaint to
a Cartesian, for whom the mind is the set of conscious states owned
by the Ego. It is the same felt need for ownership of consciousness
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that drives both Descartes and Strawson. Strawson does not, however,
like the sort of owner that Descartes came up with. The alternative
no-ownership account, however, is anathema to Strawson.

In opposition to the no-ownership account, Strawson asserts the
ascription principle: “it is a necessary condition of one’s ascribing
states of consciousness, experiences, to oneself, in the way one does,
that one should also ascribe them, or be prepared to ascribe them, to
others who are not oneself.”14 If I say to myself, No one could love
her as I do, then, by this principle, I must be mistaken. It implies that,
although no one could have my love for her, others could love her in
a completely similar way. Others could have experiences like mine.
Strawson insists on this ascription principle in opposition not only
to the no-ownership theory but to the verification principle of the
logical positivists.15

Person as a primitive concept
If we accept the positivist’s verification principle, then the meaning
of “I am in pain” must be very different from “He is in pain” for the
methods of verification in the two cases are so different. Indeed, for
the first sentence one might doubt the need for verification or the use
of the sentence to ascribe a property to a person. Strawson responds
that we use language to speak primarily to others; so both sentences
would be used to let others know who is in pain.16 This communica-
tion would be impossible if we were ascribing properties to Cartesian
Egos which are inaccessible to us. Strawson suggests that—to pre-
serve our ability to ascribe predicates—we must take the concept of a
person as primitive. Cartesian Egos, if we wish to speak of them at all,
will be defined in terms of persons, not the reverse, as Strawson
notes: “The concept of a person is logically prior to that of an indi-
vidual consciousness.”17

This taking of the concept of a person to be primitive seems to
solve, at one stroke, some thorny problems that have been sticking in
the sides of philosophers since at least Descartes—problems such as
how the mind interacts with the body and how we know of the exis-
tence of other minds. Strawson would also make people, not mysteri-
ous egos, owners of conscious states. On the face of it, the solution
looks too easy. It seems to amount to saying that we do readily com-
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municate concerning our experiences, so any view that implies there
are difficulties with this is suspect. We should first adopt a concept
which preserves the possibility of straightforward communication and
only then concern ourselves with egos, other minds, and interaction.
From the Cartesian point of view this seems to beg the question.
Strawson tries to shore it up with a linguistic investigation of the
kinds of predicates we use to speak about ourselves.

To clarify the taking of the concept of a person as a basic or prim-
itive, Strawson roughly divides the predicates we ascribe to persons
into two groups: M-predicates (M for “material,” I suppose) and P-
predicates (P for “person”), of which two kinds the P-predicates
imply the possession of consciousness of that to which they are
ascribed.18 To say that the concept of a person is primitive means that
there are not simpler concepts like that of a Cartesian Ego to which
P-predicates apply and that of a body to which M-predicates apply
which can be combined to make a person. Persons are those basic
kinds of things to which both kinds of predicates can be ascribed.

The general argument for claiming that both P-predicates and M-
predicates must be applicable to persons I would put as follows:

1. I correctly apply P-predicates and M-predicates to myself.
2. If I correctly apply P-predicates and M-predicates to myself, then I

must be able to correctly apply P-predicates and M-predicates to
others.

3. If I correctly apply P-predicates and M-predicates to myself and
others, then these others and myself must be distinguishable mem-
bers of a type of thing to which both P-predicates and M-predi-
cates are correctly applicable.

4. Therefore, I and these others must be distinguishable members of
a type of thing to which both P-predicates and M-predicates are
applicable.

If I have not oversimplified, then we can see from this expression of
Strawson’s argument where it is most likely to meet challenges: (1) is
true enough (for example, I say I am thinking, or I weigh seventy-
three kilograms). (2) is a more general version of the ascription prin-
ciple, which begs the question concerning other minds from the point
of view of the skeptic. (3) just unpacks what is in (2). The part of
(2) which is controversial is the part concerning P-predicates.
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To be able to use P-predicates of persons, we must have a way to
tell when they apply. Strawson tells us: “What I have said is that one
ascribes P-predicates to others on the strength of observations of
their behaviour and that the behaviour-criteria one goes on are not
just signs of the presence of what is meant by the P-predicate, but are
criteria of a logically adequate kind for the ascription of the P-predi-
cate.”19 This conclusion would solve the problem of skepticism about
other minds in what seems too easy a stroke.

Strawson claims, however, that we have to have this conclusion if
we are to adopt the conceptual scheme in terms of which skepticism
is stated. Thus, when we describe the structure of our thought, we see
that skepticism is in a way contradictory: “So with many skeptical
problems: their statement involves the pretended acceptance of a con-
ceptual scheme and at the same time the silent repudiation of one of
the conditions of its existence.”20 This is a bold move against skepti-
cism with regard to other minds. It preserves common sense in the
face of philosophical conundrums. But, it is not at all clear that the
condition just stated for the ascription of P-predicates really is a con-
dition of the existence of a conceptual scheme which skepticism must
accept. The skeptic may balk at the ascription principle on which this
condition depends or may cast doubt on the whole notion of logical
adequacy presupposed here. Strawson has merely started to develop
his position.

Strawson reminds us that P-predicates, as with words in general,
acquire their meaning in a larger structure of interrelated uses. Those
who speak behaviouristically or skeptically about the application of P-
predicates are both failing to see the larger picture and supposing,
wrongly, that these predicates can be meaningfully used in the nar-
rower context without setting it within the larger one.21 This is an
argument for the ascription principle, but it would become convinc-
ing only if more were said about the language structure which requires
us to have a primitive concept of person before we can have a concept
of a Cartesian Ego. Mathematical systems are often arbitrary about
which of several concepts one takes as primitive. Why should we be
different in speaking of persons?

Perhaps the answer is, from a descriptive metaphysical point of
view, partly that we just happen to have this conceptual structure in
which the concept of person is primitive. We might have had others,

240

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



but we do not now and it is far too complicated a structure for us
simply to substitute another in a revisionist way. Of course the “we”
I use here is “we of the European culture,” and it may well be that
descriptive metaphysics is culturally relative. I will pursue questions
of the influence of culture on our concept of person in my final
remarks, but let us stick to Strawson’s own program for now.

As to the initial question of why to attribute consciousness to
anything, Strawson seems to be saying that one cannot have concepts
like that of consciousness without a primitive concept of a person.
The other initial question concerning, in effect, why we apply both P-
predicates and M-predicates to one kind of thing is also answered by
the primitiveness of the concept of a person. We can do none other
and still make sense within the larger linguistic structure in which
Strawson suggests we use such predicates. 

In Wittgensteinian terms, the language game in which words
referring to persons—P-predicates—and M-predicates are used
requires that the words for persons go in the subject place for both
types of predicates. The question as to whether we play this game as
a contingent matter of fact or of necessity is not fully dealt with by
Strawson, but the answer in his intentionally fragmentary account
seems to be that it is contingent, and contingent on what we do:
“What I am suggesting is that it is easier to understand how we can
see each other, and ourselves, as persons, if we think first of the fact
that we act, and act on each other, and act in accordance with a com-
mon human nature.”22 It seems that any change of the linguistic
structure to allow us to speak differently and see ourselves differently
would depend on the way we act and interact.

Bodies: All for one, one for all, or none at all
One interesting example of this comes from Strawson’s consideration
of a theme that has often cropped up in our investigation of the his-
tory of the concepts of a person, namely, the absorption of the indi-
vidual by the group, an absorption which is favoured more in Oriental
than in Western philosophy. Speaking of speculation on the group
mind, Strawson says: “The fact that we find it natural to individuate
as persons the members of a certain class of moving natural objects
does not mean that such a conceptual scheme is inevitable for any
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class of being not utterly unlike ourselves.”23 If, for example, human
beings were arranged into groups which acted as perfectly disciplined
military units, with one executive member controlling all their
actions, we might think of them, as Strawson refers to them, as one
“scattered body.”24 We would stop seeing individual human beings as
persons. This example of Strawson’s is fictional, but the Oriental
ideal of absorption of the individual allows, in reality, the family
sometimes to be treated as if it were a person. The state may also be
so treated and not just in the Orient: witness Hobbes’s Leviathan.25

The way we speak of persons now and of individuals having sep-
arate conscious minds would no longer make sense once we moved to
a new linguistic structure in which groups of persons were the basic
unit. It would be, within that structure, as strange to talk of the indi-
vidual mind as it would be to talk of my liver, my kidneys, or my heart
as individually conscious.26 Even this latter scenario is not impossi-
ble. The Iliadic Greeks may well have thought this way.27 If so, then
Strawson might say that their language would have a different struc-
ture from our own, which makes their thought not about persons at
all. He would say that they were speaking a language in which that
concept had no part.

Another way of looking at it is that the various things within a
human being that had executive agency were really what were persons
for the Greeks. There were many persons within one human body.
Strawson’s scattered bodies could also be seen as the bodies of scat-
tered persons. The person is the group. When we focus on action and
decision making, as Strawson does, whatever is the agent is the per-
son. It seems, then, that one thing we might glean from consideration
of Strawson’s example is the idea that a concept of a person is some-
thing we cannot do without. When we move to group persons or mul-
tiple persons within a human body, we merely change the physical
realization of our concept of a person; we do not eliminate persons.
Strawson, however, must strenuously deny that our actual conceptual
scheme permits some of the alternative realizations. Without chang-
ing our conceptual scheme, by Strawson’s lights, we could not treat
Cartesian Egos as persons.

Having struggled might and main against Cartesian Egos, Straw-
son, in a curious concluding section, considers the idea of a disem-
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bodied person.28 This is not, however, the idea of an Ego with no
body. We can, he thinks, conceive of a disembodied person within our
actual conceptual scheme only because we already have the concept of
a person on which this concept of a disembodied person is depend-
ent. Such a person would see and hear as if she had a body. Strawson’s
conception of a person, it appears, even retains the common idea of
the possibility of survival of bodily death. I say “even” since what is
remarkable about Strawson’s view of persons is that it accords in
many ways with Western common sense on the topic of persons. This
is highly unusual for a philosophical analysis of persons. Of course
no philosophical account can capture all of the richness of the com-
mon notion while remaining consistent. The main thing Strawson
decides to give up is that element of our daily chatter about each
other which we have inherited from Descartes. Philosophers, however,
are bound to remain unconvinced by Strawson. One of the notables
of this century who takes on the task of refuting Strawson is a part-
time member of the Vienna circle, the great disenchanted (and, there-
fore, former) logical positivist A.J. Ayer.

Ayer: An unusual view of ordinary people

Ayer begins in a not too propitious way by telling us that he will be
discussing persons “in the broad sense that every individual human
being can be counted as a person. It is characteristic of persons in this
sense that besides having various physical properties…they are also
credited with various forms of consciousness.”29 Of course one of the
questions in the current debate about survival of persons is whether
to confer the status of person on those human beings either who
never achieve consciousness during their lives or who lose it perma-
nently without dying. There are questions as well about the forms of
consciousness necessary to be a person. Someone whose conscious-
ness is no more developed than a cat’s may or may not be a person
according to various conceptions of persons.

Ayer also takes consciousness, at least initially, in a rough and
ready way: “All I can say is that I am speaking of it in the ordinary
sense in which, to be thinking about a problem, or remembering some
event, or seeing or hearing something, or deciding to do something,
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or feeling some emotion, such as jealousy or fear, entails being con-
scious.”30 Someone who is dreaming but sound asleep or, perhaps,
even someone in a permanent coma can be conscious in this sense.
Probably a cat can feel fear and see or hear things in a way sufficient
to satisfy these examples of conscious behaviour. We may, however,
wish to distinguish between being conscious in terms of our behav-
iour, being conscious in the sense of being aware of ourselves and
what we are doing, and being conscious in the sense of having a con-
tinuing consciousness of the kind appropriate to persons.

Ayer, however, cannot be expected to solve the myriad problems
swarming around our concepts of a person all in one essay, but it is
worth noting his very liberal definition of the topic. Some of the
problems that Ayer raises, like that of personal identity, require more
precise notions of person and consciousness for their solution. The
demand for precision, clarity, and attention to language which has
become fashionable through the agency of Ayer and philosophers like
him makes almost any attempt to deal with the topic of persons still-
born. No sooner does one speak than presuppositions to be clarified
prevent one from continuing. Naturally, this leads to a certain amount
of glossing over and passing off just to get on with the job. Ayer at
least draws attention to the difficulties which appear in his own
account by speaking of his approximate usage of “person” and “con-
sciousness” while many others have simply assumed that the meaning
of these terms is sufficiently clear.

Persons as bodies
Ayer attempts to show that Strawson is unsuccessful in his attempt
to go between the horns of dualism and materialism. Ayer locates his
own view by contrasting it with Strawson’s: “I am…inclined to think
that personal identity depends upon the identity of the body, and that
a person’s ownership of states of consciousness consists in their
standing in a special causal relation to the body by which he is iden-
tified.…This amounts in effect to adopting what Mr. Strawson calls
‘the no-ownership doctrine of the self.’”31 It is confusing that Ayer’s
view is not, on the face of it, the same no-ownership view that Straw-
son was talking about. Ayer speaks of conscious persons owning their
states of consciousness. The no-ownership view, on the other hand, is
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one according to which there is no owner or subject of experiences;
experiences just happen and, Strawson says: “it is a linguistic illusion
that one ascribes one’s states of consciousness at all, that there is any
proper subject of these apparent ascriptions, that states of con-
sciousness belong to, or are states of, anything.”32 Ayer’s account
looks more like a straightforward materialism rather than the exotic
no-ownership view.

Strawson also says, however, that the no-ownership theorist is
willing to admit “an admissible, though infelicitous” sense of owner-
ship in which the body “owns” experiences or states of conscious-
ness.33 As we saw above, Strawson thinks this view is incoherent
because the no-ownership theorist needs possessives such as “my” to
single out experiences thus presupposing the ownership that is
denied. For part of Strawson’s argument, I left a promissory note on
which I must now make good. Strawson makes use of the subordinate
conclusion that the no-ownership theorist cannot do without these
possessives and still maintain the transferability principle. For exam-
ple, it would be illegitimate to say “my thought” and still require that
everything one is thinking could be thought by someone else. It is
Strawson’s argument for this conclusion that Ayer wishes to under-
mine.

The no-ownership theorist, in accord with the transferability
principle, requires that bodies have experiences as a contingent mat-
ter of fact, not of necessity. Strawson’s argument puts the no-owner-
ship theorist in the dilemma of asserting either something false or
something necessary when trying to assert such a supposedly contin-
gent matter of fact.34 To see the dilemma—in somewhat less detail
than Strawson presents it—consider a no-ownership theorist, Lud-
wig, who wants to dispel the illusion of the Ego through talk about
the contingent fact that his body, B, has experiences. How can he talk
about that fact without possessives like “my” or “Ludwig’s”? He can
no longer say, All my experiences are had by body B. When he elimi-
nates possessives he says something false such as, All experiences are
had by body B. Suppose Ludwig tries another tack by claiming that,
All Ludwig’s experiences just means All experiences had by body B.
Then his statement of fact becomes All experiences had by body B are
had by body B. This is a necessary proposition, not the contingent
one Ludwig needs. It seems, then, that Ludwig will either say some-
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thing false or something necessary when he tries to state the contin-
gent fact about the relationship of his experiences to himself.

Against this dilemma Ayer defends the consistency of his own
position: “The position is that a person can be identified by his body;
this body can be identified by its physical properties and spatio-tem-
poral location; as a contingent fact there are certain experiences which
are causally connected with it; and these particular experiences can
then be identified as the experiences of the person whose body it is.
There is nothing inconsistent in this.”35 Ludwig can now say, with
Ayer’s help, that what he means by the original sentence—All my
experiences are had by my body B—is merely that if B is in certain
kinds of states, then certain experiences are caused to occur.36 Sup-
pose Strawson then says, Ah! but these are not just any experiences
but Ludwig’s experiences, and Ayer has left that out. Ludwig must
then reply—from Ayer’s perspective—that to say experiences are
Ludwig’s is only to say they occur in body B. The new translation of
the original sentence then is, If body B is in certain kinds of states,
then certain kinds of events called experiences are caused to occur in
body B. Is this contingent?

Whether this last translation of the original claim is really con-
tingent or not is impossible to tell, since it is so vague. It apparently
depends on a rough materialist faith that we will be able to spell out
scientifically the material causes within bodies of experiences and that
we will be able to give a thorough description of experiences as events
in material bodies. Depending on unspecified background conditions,
on a general method of individuating events, and perhaps even on
causal determinism being false, this new claim may be contingent.
Ayer recognizes the vagueness of such claims and tries to address it,
but at most succeeds in pushing the problem back to the problem of
what counts as one event.37 Ayer has, however, raised some doubts as
to the dilemma posed by Strawson. Strawson, moreover, is threatened
in his attempt to avoid the seemingly endless debates about the pos-
sibility of experiences being merely events in material bodies by
speaking not of mind and matter but of persons. Ayer can say that, if
Ludwig’s last translation makes sense and is contingent, then the
dilemma is finished as far as materialists are concerned. We are back
in the old debate between dualists and materialists, which Strawson
would like to short-circuit.
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Quine: Convention rules

Quine is another major contemporary figure in the Analytic school
who puts language front and centre in his consideration of philo-
sophical problems. Quine’s remarks on the topic of persons are,
nonetheless, critical of the ordinary-language approach. The logical
positivists—indeed, the whole empiricist tradition—is also subjected
to a vigorous critique by Quine, who undermines the distinctions
between the analytic and the synthetic and between science and meta-
physics. He is also opposed to that empiricist linguistic reductionism
which tries to translate all statements into statements about immedi-
ate experience.38 None of this, however, makes Quine a friend to those
who wish to promote grand metaphysical systems to explain persons
and their role in the universe. Quine is a special kind of minimalist
who values the desert landscape much above the lush jungle where his
commitment to the existence of things is concerned.

Nominalism
For Ryle and philosophers like him, to say that John is a person is just
to say something, in a very condensed way, about the many things
John tends to do. Quine expresses some ire with this and with ordi-
nary language analyses in general:

There are those who uncritically accept the disposi-
tional idiom as a clear matter of ordinary language.
Say what a thing is disposed to do in what circum-
stances, and the disposition holds no further mystery
for them. Solubility in water is the disposition to dis-
solve when in water, and there is no plainer English
than that. Such is Ryle’s position in The Concept of
Mind, where he undertakes to clarify other more
obscure and troublesome notions in dispositional
terms and is content to leave them thus.39

Quine apparently thinks that dispositional talk is not explanatory.
This is at least controversial. To say with Aristotle that a stone falls
because it tends to seek the earth may explain nothing, but the law of
gravity is also dispositional and is explanatory. In any case, Quine
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attacks both the logical empiricist, such as Ayer, and the ordinary lan-
guage philosopher, such as Ryle. Since he attempts to sever both main
strands of prior contemporary Analytic philosophy, it is hard at first
to see what he leaves himself as a tether.

Quine is in the tradition of those like the mediaeval philosopher
William of Ockham and Russell as we saw in chapter 9, who try to
eliminate commitment to the existence of anything which is not nec-
essary to explain what we experience.40 For instance, we have a word
“red” in our language so the word exists and there is no need to pos-
tulate a Platonic form of redness as well. This view is called nominal-
ism, since the names of some things are accepted as existing rather
than the things themselves. Quine’s nominalism is in opposition to
talk of ideas and concepts, yet he wishes to speak of the conjectures
and abstractions of scientific theory. This seems impossible, yet
Quine assures us: “There is a way: we can talk of language. We can
talk of concrete men and their concrete noises. Ideas are as may be,
but the words are out where we can see and hear them. And scientific
theories, however speculative and however abstract, are in words.”41

Thus Quine shares Russell’s dismissive attitude to the ineffable and
to talking about it or around it. In fact, from such a severe philoso-
phy as Quine’s, one can expect a dismissive attitude to many things
philosophers have spoken of over the ages. It is interesting to see what
can be said about persons in this minimalist framework.

Survival
Quine raises, for example, the ancient puzzle of the endurance of the
self through change, with a contemporary twist. Undergoing change
as I do, how can I be said to continue to be myself? Considering that
a complete replacement of my material substance takes place every few
years, how can I be said to continue to be myself for more than such
a short period at best?42 Actually there are some brain cells that per-
sist through the change of all other cells in our bodies but that is
small comfort, even to a materialist.

On the other hand, as Quine points out, appealing to some imma-
terial unifying thing within us is the thin edge of a very large wedge:
“It would be agreeable to be driven, by these or other considerations,
to belief in a changeless and therefore immortal soul as the vehicle of
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my persisting self-identity. But we should be less eager to embrace a
parallel solution of Heraclitus’ parallel problem regarding a river:
‘You cannot bathe in the same river twice, for new waters are ever
flowing in upon you.’”43 There are indeed few left who would adopt
the old animist worldview in which every persisting object, such as a
river, has a soul. In a way, that is a pity. We might treat the environ-
ment with more respect if we saw its components in this way. We
must, however, solve our conceptual problems within the bounds of
the resources which we ourselves can accept. Quine’s solution is
instructive even for those of us who are less committed to minimal-
ism with respect to existential commitments.

It would be unacceptable for most of us to solve Heraclitus’ puz-
zle by giving the river a soul comparable to the one we tend to see in
ourselves. Quine suggests that we solve the puzzle of our own con-
tinuation by the familiar means we adopt for the river puzzle. Quine
sees the river, indeed any persisting object, as a series of momentary
stages. One cannot bathe in the same river stage twice but one can
bathe in the same river twice. Different stages will consist of differ-
ent waters, but they are all stages of one river.44 Similarly, Quine
would see persons as a series of stages. One is not at the same per-
son-stage one was ten years ago, but one is the same person.

Since he sees all individual objects as processes, Quine develops an
ontology, a theory of objects in general, which makes it easy to speak
of one object through great changes. I will adumbrate that ontology
here and apply it to persons, but readers may retain the distinction of
person-stages from persons without accepting the ontology.

Worming our way through space-time
Quine proposes a rather radical conception of what counts as a partic-
ular thing. To understand it, we need to get at least a loose grip on the
concept of a four-dimensional space-time worm. Imagine, unappealing
though it may be, a bookworm has gnawed its way through this book
from cover to cover. As we turn the pages we see holes in various
places. Since the worm bored through at various angles, the hole may
be in the top, middle, or bottom of the page—different positions in
space. Each page was bored through at a time. Each page represents a
stage of the worm’s progress. The pathway through the space-time
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continuum which every object takes is somewhat like the record of the
worm’s progress through the book. Quine therefore, calls objects
space-time worms. They are four dimensional since they occupy three
dimensions in space and one in time. At any given moment in its exis-
tence, an object exists as a stage of its whole progress through space
and time. But suppose that there are some pages of the book with no
holes and some pages with several holes, although this worm cannot
bore backward any more than we can reverse time. Quine is willing to
countenance objects which are many places at one time, scattered
objects. Water is such an object. At any given time its parts are to be
found in many locations. Objects also need not be continuous. They
can skip a page or more in the great book of the universe.45

This view is radical because it allows us to take any assemblage of
particles of matter at any time and call them a particular object. For
the most part, of course, the objects we are interested in—rivers, peo-
ple, and such—are not discontinuous in time or not noticeably so. A
river might dry up for a while. Can a person have gaps as well? One
hears of various cases of apparent death and revival. There are science
fiction cases of prolonged hibernation or being dissolved and recon-
stituted, as in Star Trek teletransportation. Certainly Quine would have
no objection to calling Captain Kirk a single object even when, dur-
ing teletransportation, Kirk does not seem to be anywhere. What
would Quine say about these various stages of Kirk before and after
teletransportation being the same person? He thinks that such exam-
ples merely demonstrate deficiency of the word “person”: “Any coher-
ent general term has its own principle of individuation, its own
criterion of identity among its denotata. Often the principle is vague,
as the principle of individuation of persons is shown to be by the sci-
ence-fiction examples; and a term is as vague as its principle of indi-
viduation.”46 In the world according to Quine, as medicine progresses
we may be confronted with things which we are at a loss to classify.
Our current means of individuating persons will not help us. New
conventions have to be fashioned.

One final point on Quine’s contribution to the current debate on
persons is in order. Much of the contemporary literature has to do
with the topic of personal identity which concerns the question,
When is person x the same as person y? Quine reduces questions of
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identity, whether diachronic (across time) or synchronic (in the time-
less present), to questions of kind membership. The real question we
are asking is not about identity but about how best to construe the
term “person.”47 Once we have made a decision about the nature of
persons, we will be able to decide whether Kirk is the same person
after being beamed somewhere or whether the Kirk who vanishes in
the teletransporter has been killed and a new one very much like him
created on his apparent reappearance elsewhere. This is reminiscent of
the warnings of Wittgenstein on this topic.

Strawson, Ayer, and Quine laid the groundwork for much recent
Analytic philosophy. Now we move into the discussion of the current
debate, which always looks to this groundwork as something that it
must include, replace, or adapt. Before that, however, let us look at
what we can do with what we have taken just now from contemporary
Analytic philosophy.

What about Daphne?
According to the metaphysical views adopted by Strawson, Daphne
may or may not be a person or the same person we once knew, depend-
ing on what P-predicates we can truly ascribe to her. But what is it to
be the same person over time as these predicates change? For Ayer,
Daphne is the same person, since her body remains. For Quine, it is
simply a matter of how we wish to talk. Our conventions for the use
of “person” are, perhaps, not suited to such cases as Daphne’s. We must
decide how to extend those conventions if we wish to use the term.

While he leaves us up in the air, Strawson makes some interesting
remarks about personal identity and re-identification.48 By taking per-
sons as primary, he believes he has avoided concerns about the unity of
consciousness within these topics. Hume’s problem, for instance, of
finding an enduring self vanishes when the self, or consciousness, is
conceptually derivative from the primitive concept of a person. What
we re-identify are persons, and we need to make use of their bodies to
do so. However, Strawson warns: “the criteria of personal identity are
certainly multiple. In saying that a personal body gives us a necessary
point of application for these criteria, I am not saying that the criteria
for reidentifying persons are the same as the criteria for reidentifying
material bodies.”49 We identify people by focusing on the body and
applying M-predicates and P-predicates. That done, we can now iden-
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tify and re-identify the consciousness of a person, even if it should
migrate from one body to another. Strawson leaves it an open ques-
tion how we should deal with extreme cases in the real world—such
as that in which a person becomes demented—or with other science
fiction puzzle cases, but he thinks that, if we take the concept of a
person to be primitive, then we will have no trouble with identifica-
tion and reidentification in the normal cases.50

In a case of dementia in which the set of P-predicates is greatly
reduced while the set of M-predicates is reduced far less, it seems we
are met with a person, from Strawson’s perspective. But whether we
are met with the same person is another matter. While that will
depend on the relative weights we assign to various criteria for re-
identification, it will not depend, according to Strawson, on the unity
and continuity of a primitive item called the demented person’s con-
sciousness. Once we stop looking for this non-existent item, we will
look at the whole person and see her consciousness as defined in
terms of that person rather than the reverse. We will stop asking such
questions as, Is the same person still in there since this fall into
dementia? Instead we will ask, How should we weigh intellectual abil-
ity as a predicate required for continuity?

There remains the question, which Strawson leaves open, of how
we are to assign such weights. Re-identifying persons becomes a mat-
ter of assigning weights to various criteria; that is, it is a matter of
deciding what is important about persons. Quine would say that we
can choose any convention we wish. Strawson lets himself be guided
by respect for the structure of the conceptual scheme we actually
employ.51 The difficult task remains of describing that conceptual
scheme with respect to the re-identification of persons.

It also seems unclear whether Daphne is a person at all, never
mind the same one we knew, on Strawson’s account, since some P-
predicates seem to apply to her, but most do not. She may smile and
we might say she is happy. It is difficult to suppose, however, given
the extent of her brain damage, that she is thinking of things in the
way that we do. Perhaps, if we decided how to assign weights to cer-
tain P-predicates, we could not only answer the question whether she
is a person but also the question whether she is the same person we
knew prior to the brain damage. Quine would say that choosing our
conventions about what counts as a person will also settle issues con-
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cerning identity. It becomes clearer why Ayer would want to short-cir-
cuit this whole discussion and say we merely have to determine
whether the body is the same body.

What I like about these contemporary philosophers
Strawson’s attachment to our pre-existing conceptual scheme is
refreshing, since so many contemporary philosophers encourage us to
abandon it. Taking the concept of a person as primitive or basic may
be a very useful device as long as the conceptual scheme is recognized
as culturally relative. The primacy of actions of persons in our under-
standing of them is a good idea, especially with regard to actions of
persons on persons.

We should retain from Ayer the idea of the importance of the
body to our concept of a person, but we need not make it all-impor-
tant. Ayer and Quine make us reflect on the conventions that Straw-
son tends to view as part of an ongoing conceptual scheme that
weathers changes of time, nation, culture, and place. The challenge is
to keep some of Strawson’s insights in spite of the corrosive effect of
Quine’s and Ayer’s arguments. This requires that these insights be
supported by different sorts of arguments. In the search for such
arguments in later chapters, we will hear the echo of Quine’s warning
about the inapplicability of some of our conventions to new cases.

Content questions

1. Why does Strawson call his metaphysics “descriptive” rather than
“revisionary”?

2. What is Strawson’s general method for investigating our idea of
self?

3. Does Strawson believe that we must have the kinds of bodies we
have in order to have our kinds of experience? Explain your agree-
ment or disagreement.

4. What two views of persons does Strawson particularly oppose?
5. Why does Strawson think that the no-ownership view is inco-

herent?
6. What is the ascription principle? Explain whether you accept it.
7. Give a skeptic’s objection to Strawson’s argument on page 239.
8. Are persons necessarily individual human beings in Strawson’s

view? Explain.
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9. Do persons necessarily have bodies at all in Strawson’s view?
Explain.

10. What is odd about Ayer’s characterization of persons in terms of
consciousness? Give a counter-example.

11. Why is it odd that Ayer says that he adopts the no-ownership
view?

12. How does Strawson argue that the no-ownership theorist is
incapable of describing the contingent relationship of himself to
his experience?

13. How does Ayer reply?
14. What main strands of Analytic philosophy does Quine wish to

sever?
15. Why does Quine object to the supposition that a person has some

continuing thing like a soul that preserves personal identity?
16. What effect does Quine’s view of persons as processes have on

questions of personal identity?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: A defence of the transferability principle
When we say that we own something, we are implicitly drawing a con-
trast. Owning a car, then, contrasts with other kinds of possession
such as renting. Without this contrast, the idea of ownership makes
no sense. Even when we use it metaphorically—as in the phrase, You
must own your own failures—we are contrasting taking responsibil-
ity with not taking it or assigning it to someone else. That is why the
sentence, I own my brain, sounds silly. Brains are not transferable to
other persons. If, in some science-fiction scenario, the brain is trans-
ferred, the person would probably be transferred with it. Since there
is no contrast, the sentence makes no sense. These examples make
plausible the principle that only those things whose ownership is log-
ically transferable can be owned at all.

Argument 2: A counter-example to the 
transferability principle

Such an important principle for determining the nature of persons
cannot rest on examples alone. Indeed, there are counter-examples to
this principle. Suppose that it is part of the constitution of a coun-
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try that all tidal lands are the possession of the nation in perpetuity
with no possibility of transfer to any other legal entity. In that case,
we would understand non-transferable ownership. The same can apply
to our experiences, our brains, or anything else we own but cannot
transfer. Examples, apparently, do not settle this matter, for they lend
weight to both sides.

Argument 3: A defence of the ascription principle
Consider Strawson’s ascription principle: if I ascribe states of con-
sciousness to myself, then I should also ascribe them or be prepared
to ascribe them to others. The reason for this is that my ascriptions
become meaningless if this principle is not honoured. When I say, for
instance, I am happy, I communicate something to others only if I
could also say, She is happy, in a meaningful way. But if I say, I am
greplfinst, and am not prepared to use this private sensation of mine
to describe anybody else, then I communicate nothing. “Greplfinst” is
meaningless until there are conditions under which I am prepared to
say, She is greplfinst, or He is greplfinst. Knowing those conditions
would tell you what I mean.

Argument 4: A counter-example to the 
ascription principle

Suppose I am a garage chemist, mixing up LSD and various other
drugs. From time to time I experiment on myself with different com-
binations of illegal hallucinogens in order to test designer highs.
Sometimes my experiments yield results that I cannot replicate.
Indeed after I am no longer under the influence of the test drugs, I
cannot always remember which combination of drugs brought on the
experience and I do not know what my behaviour was like during the
experience. There are, therefore, no criteria for judging whether oth-
ers might be in a state of consciousness—call it “greplfinst”—that I
was in during one such experiment. Nonetheless, while I clearly recall
what it was like to be greplfinst, I cannot ascribe greplfinst to others
because I do not know under what conditions others would be in that
state. Nonetheless, I have a vivid idea of what it is to be greplfinst. In
spite of what Strawson and Wittgenstein have argued, “greplfinst” is
a meaningful term denoting a state of consciousness although I can
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only give an inadequate description of this state of consciousness to
others.

In general, meaning is necessary for interpersonal communica-
tion, but interpersonal communication is not necessary for meaning.
The sighted woman in the land of the blind cannot communicate to
others that she is seeing a green tree. Nonetheless, she can tell herself
this meaningfully.

Argument 5: An objection to Ayer
Suppose Opal wants to explain the sentence: All my experiences are
had by body B, without using the possessive “my.” Following Ayer’s
advice, we would translate this into: If body B is in certain kinds of
states, then certain kinds of events called experiences are caused to
occur in body B. But what states are meant? They are the states we call
experiences. What this translation really says is not contingent, as
Ayer claimed. What it says is this: If certain kinds of events called
experiences are caused to occur in body B, then certain kinds of expe-
riences are caused to occur in body B. That is necessary, uninforma-
tive, and wholly inadequate to explain what it means to say that Opal
has experiences.

Argument 6: A reply on behalf of Ayer
Actually, Opal is not referring to experiences with the phrase, “certain
kinds of states.” For example, body B might be in the state of having
light shining on the retina of the eyes of body B. This would cause a
visual sensation, an experience, in body B. The kinds of states meant
here are initial conditions that lead to experience.
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Wiggins and Williams

CHAPTER 11

Notes to chapter 11 are on pp. 487-89.

257

Wiggins’ individuative naturalism

W iggins, in the course of writing detailed essays on the concept
of identity, has much to say about personal identity and the

concept of a person.1 He calls his view “individuative naturalism.”2 It
is naturalist in that “person” is treated as a natural kind by reference
to which we individuate its members. “Person” is a substance concept
which applies or does not apply to a living being its whole life
through. By contrast, “infant” is not a substance concept; it applies
during part of a life.3 For Wiggins persons are co-extensive with mem-
bers of homo sapiens; so, spatio-temporally continuous living human
bodies serve to identify persons,4 but persons also have irreducibly
psychological properties supervenient on their neurophysiology.5

Against relative identity
While Wiggins believes that we must individuate people under a nat-
ural kind, he does not accept the relative identity thesis (that is, the
view that identity of things under one kind does not imply identity
under other kinds). For example, in cases of dementia, it might be
tempting to say that the demented individual is the same human



being but not the same person as existed prior to the dementia, since
many human attributes are still present after dementia sets in, while
such properties as rationality and self-awareness are gone. Wiggins
says, however, that identity cannot be relativized in this way and retain
its formal properties of transitivity, reflexivity, and symmetry.6 It is
sufficient for our purposes to note that Wiggins holds that, if we
identify some being as the same human being whom we once knew
and that human being is also a person, then we have identified the
same person as well. If indeed philosophers ought to speak of persons
in Wiggins’ way, this blocks many attempts to say, in a philosophically
significant sense, that one is no longer the same person after losing
one’s mind. Denial of sameness of persons is often a preface to ethi-
cal considerations, so Wiggins’ claim is of great importance in areas
of philosophy other than metaphysics.

Aristotle’s influence
In terms of the history of the concept of a person, Wiggins is lining
himself up squarely with the Aristotelians against the supporters of
Locke, who take continuity of consciousness to be the criterion of
identity and who suppose that it is logically possible that we change
bodies. Aristotelians think that the person or self is the form of the
living body, hence inseparable from it. Aristotle’s view about the
inseparability of souls from bodies, which Wiggins thinks is nearly
correct, is this: “So there is no call to ask whether the soul and the
body are one, just as there is no call to ask this question with the wax
and the impression in the wax, nor any call to ask this question for
any substance and the matter of which this substance is composed.”7

Unfortunately for this view, Wiggins notes, a body is a substance, yet
a dead body is not a person.8 It seems, then, that the soul, or self, or
person is separable from the body. The very brief form of Wiggins’
answer is that the person is inseparable from the living body. The per-
son is not, however, merely the living body since the person has irre-
ducibly psychological properties.9

Since Wiggins is not willing to identify the person with the liv-
ing body as materialists do, one may wonder why he is not willing to
accept the dualism of Locke. He defends Locke against Butler’s objec-
tion of circularity of the memory criterion for identifying persons
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and thinks that Locke is right to emphasize self-awareness, a pro-
foundly important feature of persons.10 Wiggins proceeds by revising
Locke’s account to overcome the problem of the imperfections of our
memory.11 In the end, however, Wiggins argues that a biological
underpinning is needed for the consciousness of persons and that
Lockeans overemphasize the intellect. The continuity of a ballerina
needs explaining as much as that of a philosopher.12

Against functionalism
Part of Wiggins’ argument for his doctrine that persons are sub-
stances—organisms more specifically—is the inadequacy of the
denial of this doctrine. If we take persons to be defined by their func-
tions, then the resulting concept is inadequate to bear the weight put
on it from a moral point of view. Although Wiggins denies ethical
naturalism, he asserts a neighbouring doctrine that the nature of per-
sons is the basis of value in the sense of causally enabling objective
agreement between persons.13 Concerning this difficult doctrine Wig-
gins asserts: “If freedom and dignity and creativity are what we crave,
we shall find more promise of these things in the Heraclitean predic-
tion ‘You would not find out the bounds of the soul, though you tra-
versed every path: so deep is its logos’ than in the idea that it is for
men to determine the limits of their own nature, or mould and remake
themselves to the point where they can count as their very own cre-
ation.14 This can be understood partly through seeing that Wiggins
holds that the functional account of persons allows what counts as a
person to be a matter for interpretation while his own account makes
it a matter for discovery. Person is not only a natural kind but a kind
of such depth and complexity that Heraclitus’ prediction is borne out.

Another dangerous path that Wiggins claims to avoid by means of
his own theory is that taken by those who see persons as mere social
constructs. Such is the concept used by the social manager who would
engineer society to the manager’s own political and moral specifica-
tions. This limits human potential and such constructs, once in place,
are resistant to reform.15 Those who try to be something more or
something other than allowed under the manager’s concept of a per-
son are blocked by the social norms hallowed in terms of persons. If,
on the other hand, we think, as Wiggins does, that what persons are
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is generally specifiable in biological terms but infinitely variable in
the irreducibly psychological attributes which we may discover to be
supervenient on that biological basis, then we do not limit human
potential through the narrow vision of the social manager.

Natural kinds
A person then is a substance. If we have the same being, we have the
same person; for, however one identifies a thing, it is the same thing.
The spatio-temporal continuity of the living body will, therefore, be
sufficient to individuate the person. The sense in which Wiggins
accepts that the person transcends the body is that the person is real-
ized in the living body. One can abstract the person from the body
but not separate the two in practice. The criticism which quickly
comes to mind in the light of current philosophical debate on persons
is based on the possibility of brain transplants in which a person
seems to leave her body, except for the brain, behind.

Wiggins is highly and rightly suspicious of science fiction exam-
ples. Of the brain transplant case, in which the character of the per-
son goes to a new body with the brain, Wiggins says: “We are deceived
by the high quality of the actors and mimics we see on the stage if
with the help of greasepaint and props they have made us think this
is as (relatively) simple as the transposition of music from one
instrument to another.”16 Certainly it may well be in this and in other
cases of radical change, including fission cases, we can appear to
describe them without contradiction only because they are so badly
underdescribed.

There may be another reason for thinking the various science fic-
tions impossible. Wiggins uses a view based on Leibniz and Putnam
which makes natural kinds determined by law-like principles discov-
ered by attention to an arbitrary good specimen of the kind.17 We
take, for example, arbitrary good specimens of gold, which we have
known for centuries, and discover the properties of gold as a natural
kind. Now “person” may be a sortal term, such as “gold,” based on
law-like principles. It was once thought possible to make gold alchem-
ically from base metals in certain ways which turned out to be impos-
sible. Similarly, we think that persons can change in ways which
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threaten the use of spatio-temporal continuity of the living body as a
criterion of identity. These may turn out to be impossible as well once
we understand the law-like regularities underlying the concept of a
person. This remains an open question.

We may possibly be able by some process not involving the
philosopher’s stone to synthesize gold. It would be real gold for all
that. If, by some much more miraculous process,18 we can synthesize
people, then they would be real people, made of flesh and blood. They
would not be just good-looking automata. If, by contrast, we accept
mere automata because they function as people, then we open our-
selves to the objectionable views mentioned earlier. What persons are
becomes open to interpretation. We would still, therefore, by Wig-
gins’ thinking, have to distinguish between real persons and artifacts
which function like some persons if we want the concept of a person
to bear the moral weight we put on it.

One response to this claim about moral weight is that given by
Williams, whom we are about to discuss. Williams says that the con-
cept of a person simply will not bear this weight, and we should reject
this concept as a foundation for ethical thought.19

Williams’ bodily criterion

Williams takes a dim view of the concept of person just outlined since
he thinks that concept is not a true sortal or natural kind concept.
That is why he does not trust it to bear the moral weight that Wig-
gins puts on it. Williams takes persons to be merely bodies, as we shall
see.

Short of saying with Ayer that persons are merely bodies—some-
times this is restricted to bodies of the human kind—Williams
argues, like Wiggins, that bodily identity is a necessary condition of
personal identity.20 That is, if person A is the same as person B, then
A has the same body as B. Williams denies, however, that A’s having
the same body as B is enough to guarantee that A is the same person
as B. Williams’ thesis that bodily identity is a necessary but not a suf-
ficient condition of personal identity, if true, would rule out the very
popular view, for which Strawson argued, that one could survive apart
from one’s body.
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Same body, same person
The essential point in Williams’ argument to show that bodily iden-
tity is always necessary to personal identity is that any criterion of
personal identity has to have a user.21 The attempts by Locke and oth-
ers to explain personal identity without the body rely, in Williams’
opinion, on presupposing an impossible viewpoint from which to
observe the non-bodily features of persons. This viewpoint is neither
that from within the person (subjective) nor that from without
(objective). The use of such criteria as self-consciousness and mem-
ory is illegitimate since these are not observable from the objective
point of view.22 From the subjective point of view, the question of
identity cannot arise.23 What we use to identify a person are actions
and events, but we cannot associate these with a person without first
identifying that person by means of a body. There are two points I
wish to examine in this sort of argument: the viewpoint problem in
general and the question of personal identity from a subjective view-
point. We will see in chapter 14 that Thomas Nagel takes seriously
the idea of a view from nowhere.

Even if one agrees with Williams concerning the viewpoint argu-
ment, the idea that a criterion of identity must have a user needs qual-
ification. To require that a criterion of identity in fact be used by
someone to make an identification is probably requiring more than
Williams does here. Philosophers are not prone to restrict attention
to what may be put to practical purposes. Let us suppose that he is
saying, rather, that the criterion could possibly be used. Williams
seems to be saying that I cannot use criteria like memory to identify
others since I can have no access to their memories. What is required,
then, is an argument to show that it is not possible to know another’s
memories. Such an argument is not given. Only an assertion about
lack of access to the mental events of another bolsters this claim
about memory.24 Is mind-reading logically impossible? Even suppos-
ing that Williams is right about this impossibility, there remains the
question whether a criterion of identity might not be correct even if
it were inapplicable to the identification of others. That is to say, the
criterion might contain a metaphysical truth but our knowledge of
identities of persons might be limited by our not being able to apply
the criterion.
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Forget memory
Williams considers Locke’s use of memory as “what makes a man be
himself to himself.”25 Williams tries to show that this is absurd. His
argument is puzzling, but it is his reply to objections that reveals what
has gone wrong. He imagines this objection: “‘You have argued,’ it
might be said, ‘that no man can use memory as a criterion of his own
identity. But this is just what shows that memory is the essence of per-
sonal identity; figuratively speaking, memory is so much what makes
him a certain person that when provided with certain memories, he
cannot doubt who he is.’”26 To this objection, Williams replies, “A man
who has lost his memory cannot say who anyone else is, either, nor
whether any object is the same as one previously presented.”27 It
appears that Williams is treating the memories used to identify a per-
son as coming in an all-or-nothing package. That is, however, not the
way memories are packaged. Apparently one can be in states in which
large parts of memory are lost, like transient global amnesia or epilep-
tic automatism,28 not knowing who one is, but knowing much about
other things and people. One can retain complex abilities and charac-
teristics without remembering one’s own history. Once memory of
one’s own history returns, one cannot doubt who one is.

My reply to Williams is a two-edged sword. If memory, during a
state of epileptic automatism, for instance, is nearly intact except for
memory of personal history, then memory of personal history does
not seem essential to personal identity. This is hardly what the objec-
tion intended to support. I agree, however, neither with Williams nor
an opponent diametrically opposed, a Lockean for instance. Memory
of personal history is one of many marks of personal identity, includ-
ing the body, personality, abilities, and other memories of the person.
What I take from Williams, then, is the point that Locke and others
have overemphasized the role of memory of personal history. On the
other hand, Williams goes too far in his rejection of memory alto-
gether. I address more of this toward the end of this work.

Personality is not enough
Personality also comes under withering fire from Williams’ position.
Williams resurrects the famous Beauchamp case of dissociation of the
personality reported by Prince29 to consider whether one may indi-
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viduate personalities independently of the body. Beauchamp was
reported to have various personalities in complicated relationships.
Some of her personalities knew the doings of the others and some
were supposedly in ignorance of others. Williams seems, at some
points in the argument, to take it at face value that some of her per-
sonalities could not remember what others had done.30 This is a mat-
ter in some doubt. The symptoms described by Prince are sometimes
thought to have been produced by Beauchamp out of Victorian mod-
esty and a desire to please Prince.31 Whether the Beauchamp case is
reliable evidence or not, let us assume for the sake of argument that
Beauchamp’s reported symptoms are possible. Note that the memo-
ries which make one oneself to oneself may be lost and regained if
such symptoms are possible. While this occurs, other memories
remain intact, in the Beauchamp story. Self-identification through
memory seems to make perfectly good sense for Beauchamp in spite
of Williams’ claim that such self-identification is absurd. It seems
then that the shaky evidence which Williams accepts, if it really is
acceptable, provides a counter-example to his anti-Lockean claim. But
let us see how Williams is using this Beauchamp case. His purpose is
not to deal with the memory criterion, but to attack personality as a
criterion of identity.

With respect to individuation of personalities, Williams claims
that they are particulars only in the sense that character is a particu-
lar, that is, “a sense which is grounded in the particular body.”32 Here,
of course, he is only speaking of the publicly observable personality
and character. This is a point well taken. We could not begin to speak
of Beauchamp’s various personalities without first identifying her by
means of her body. Her personality or personalities and her body are
both part of what makes her Beauchamp; that is, they are parts of her
identity, but we can know of that identity primarily through observa-
tion, which gives the body its central position in identification. This
should not in itself impugn personality as essential to the identity of
the person. It makes, rather, a point about how we may come to know
that person.

Williams wishes, however, to claim more than this. Character and
personality are not genuine particulars, he claims. They are parasitic
on the body for their status as apparent particulars.33 If this is so,
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then not only are they not the primary way in which we identify peo-
ple, they are not metaphysically primary in the identities of people.
The person is the body, and the personality is merely a set of proper-
ties of the body which may change without changing who the person
is. Whether or not personalities are essential to persons, all Williams’
argument shows is the epistemological point that the way we come to
know them is through the body. This depends on our particular view-
point from which we come to know persons. Williams’ argument
depends on saying that it is the only way we could gain such knowl-
edge. This is the point of his saying that a criterion must have a user,
and there must be some viewpoint from which we make the identifi-
cation.

This brings us back to the viewpoint from which we apply a cri-
terion of identity. Williams argues that it must be either subjective or
objective, and then rules out the subjective viewpoint. We have just
seen that it is not ruled out. It turns out then that publicity is not
essential to identification. Beauchamp could identify herself when in
possession of the appropriate memories. All those views of persons—
such as Locke’s and Descartes’—that result in criteria which are heav-
ily dependent on subjective evidence, have not been laid to rest by
Williams’ argument thus far. Williams has, however, given us reason
for caution in adopting Lockean or Cartesian positions by pointing
out the epistemological importance of the body from the objective
viewpoint. The subjective viewpoint, while not vanquished, is limited.
It is logically possible that there may be incorrect self-identification
of a kind, as reported in the case of Beauchamp. Should I wake up
convinced that I am Bernard Williams, I could perhaps be persuaded
of the falsity of that self-identification. One identifies oneself
through one’s body, personal history, abilities, and personality as oth-
ers identify one. In cases of amnesia or dissociation of personality, the
objective check of others may be needed to aid self-identification. If
we could accept Williams’ metaphysical position that persons are
thinking bodies, we could simplify our conception of such difficult
cases. According to Williams, Beauchamp would remain Beauchamp
throughout her radical changes, while, in Locke’s view, she must go
into and out of existence frequently.

265

Wiggins

and

Williams



Persons as analyzable
Williams puts up three main contenders for the understanding of
what persons are. Two of these we have discussed earlier. The three are
Strawson’s view that persons are unanalysable subjects, Descartes’
position that persons are Egos in bodies, and the position Williams
himself supports, that persons are thinking bodies. We have seen how
Williams treats positions like those of Descartes and Locke, which
have the Ego or the consciousness housed in a body and able to
change residences.

Williams puts forth a variety of objections34 to Strawson’s posi-
tion that the concept of a person must be taken as primitive, making
persons unanalysable subjects in terms of which such things as per-
son’s minds and person’s bodies must be defined. One of the simplest
of Williams’ objections is that treating persons as bearers of both M-
and P-predicates is too inclusive, since animals may also bear both.35

This is indicative of the general thrust behind Williams’ objections.
It shows that Williams does not take seriously the idea that the con-
cept of a person is primitive, for his objection depends on taking that
concept as defined in terms of M- and P-predicates. If there is to be
any defining in this neighbourhood, it will have to be of the predi-
cates in terms of persons, not the other way around. While I do not
dispute that Strawson has insufficiently defined these predicate types,
that does not, in itself, defeat the view that the concept of a person
must be taken as primitive. One may object that Strawson has not sat-
isfactorily shown us that so doing will lead to advantages in meta-
physics. Williams may contend that taking persons as bodies which
think, as material things to which psychological predicates are appli-
cable, is a preferable basis for theory.

Against disembodied persons
One of the objections to his own position considered by Williams is
that persons who once had bodies can survive in a disembodied state,
that is, without bodies. Williams warns that this way Cartesianism
lies. Apparently, while he takes Strawson’s view of persons seriously,
Williams thinks that a reduction to Cartesianism is a reduction to
absurdity. Nonetheless, the possibility of disembodied persons is
widely accepted, often for religious reasons, and our language reflects
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that. It is natural enough to speak of shaking off these mortal coils
and departing from the body. Nor is this just figurative. Even the
non-religious tend to take seriously the often reported out-of-body
experiences had by people near death. Williams must argue that this
common way of talking rests on a metaphysical error.

Williams first points out that supposedly disembodied persons
would be indeterminate in many respects, just like fictional charac-
ters. There is no answer to How much does Sherlock Holmes weigh?
nor to How much does Conan Doyle weigh? given that Doyle is now
disembodied. Williams adopts a principle that, he claims, excludes
such entities as disembodied persons from existence: “If we are given
a specification of a thing of a certain sort, and are told that it exem-
plifies no determinates under determinables associated with things of
that sort, we can standardly conclude that it is not the specification
of any real thing of that sort.”36 The application of this principle in
the present case simply begs the question. Why should we assume
that disembodied persons should be determinate with respect to
weight as embodied persons are? Is it that weight is essential to per-
sons? Then one has assumed that persons are material or have an
essential material component. Whether it is possible that persons can,
like Cartesian Egos, have psychological without material features can-
not be determined by the principle Williams adopts until we have
decided what things of that sort, persons, have as determinables. Only
if material properties must be included among these determinables
will disembodied persons be ruled out. Since the reasonable alterna-
tive—that is, of saying that disembodied persons do not have such
things as weight among their determinables—has not been dealt with,
Williams’ further arguments against the unreasonable alternative of
saying that disembodied persons have a determinate weight of zero
must be put aside as amusements.

Williams might retort that the onus is on those who imagine that
there could be such things as disembodied persons to say what their
class of determinables is. We know, roughly, for real people in what
respects they are determinate. The answer that disembodied persons
would be determinate only in those respects which do not require a
body might elicit the response that there are none; all psychological
properties are dependent on material bodies. This claim brings us to
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what Williams calls “the micro level”37 of neurology and questions as
to the causes of the psychological characteristics of people. The ques-
tion then becomes one for empirical science.

Language rules
The philosophical questions that interest Williams arise not primarily
from science but from consideration of the way we speak. For exam-
ple, “Jones” and “Jones’s body” are not interchangeable salva veritate;
in other words, we can say true sentences using one of these two
phrases which will become false sentences if we substitute the other.
It seems, then, that these two refer to different things; hence, the per-
son-as-body thesis seems wrong. In a way this is tricky for Williams
since so many of his arguments rest heavily on our use of language,
on what we may plausibly say. As he points out, however, there are
phrases which are synonymous in some contexts and not in others; so
we cannot rest much on the contrast between these two phrases in
some contexts.38 Williams is, moreover, revisionist in his metaphysics.
He wants to change the way we standardly speak about persons.

Williams examines the difficulties of separating material from
psychological properties of persons. This is the problem of Straw-
son’s M-predicates and P-predicates revisited. Descartes takes exten-
sion to be the fundamental property of material things—their being
in space and time. Williams thinks that defining material properties
in terms of extension would exclude such properties as being observ-
able by physicists as a property of material bodies.39 That depends,
however, on our analysis of observability. Williams looks at perception
and memory as effects with causes in the body;40 so he should see
observability in the same terms. One can, it seems, accept extension
as essential to material objects and say, consistently with Williams’
other views, that observability is the potential of objects to cause our
perceptions. This would not help Descartes, as it reduces psycholog-
ical events, perceptions, to material events.

The difficulty here is to say something on either side of the issue
without begging the question as to the truth of materialism, dualism,
or idealism. Williams tries to be neutral prior to his apparently materi-
alist conclusions but remarks that it is “far from clear that the idea of
causal relations obtaining in an immaterial substance could be anything
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but utterly mysterious.”41 Idealists would say the same about causes in
matter. Dualists, however, suffer from the interaction problem here, and
it is mainly against Cartesian dualism that Williams seems to defend his
person-as-body thesis. It seems, not too surprisingly, that Williams’
rejection of Cartesian dualism leads him to materialism.

Williams glosses his objection to dualism in terms of class mem-
bership. If whales are mammals, then being the same whale is being
the same mammal. Similarly, being the same person would imply hav-
ing the same body, if the necessity-of-the-body thesis is correct.
There is an infelicitous lack of parallel here. In any case, against this
putative parallel, Williams considers a science fiction brain exchange
case. Two people have their brains exchanged and their personalities
go to the new bodies along with the brain. Williams seems to accept
this as possible. Concerning this case, Williams refers to a problem—
which Williams also attributes to Strawson—namely, that whoever
accepts the brain exchange as possible must say how it is that the
ascription of bodily properties to persons is not the ascription of any-
thing to bodies.42 One would have to be able to say following a brain
trade, for example, that a person who used to be 183 cm tall with grey
hair is now 152 cm tall and has not yet turned grey.

Putting aside the question as to the logical possibility of the
brain-exchange example, it is odd that Williams requires of any user
of the brain-exchange case that she overcome linguistic conventions
when Williams was not willing to take them that seriously in his own
response to the objection concerning interchangeability of “Jones”
and “Jones’s body.” One could simply say, emulating Williams, that
we ascribe properties sometimes to bodies and sometimes to persons;
which it is depends on the context of the utterance.

Information is not enough
Williams also considers a science fiction case in which the information
in one person’s brain is recorded and transferred to another. Again, the
logical possibility of this is not questioned. Since the contents of our
minds seem to be heavily dependent on the actual structure of our
brains, it seems that minds cannot be thought of as software to be
recorded and transferred, leaving the old hardware behind. Let us
grant, for the sake of argument, that the background assumptions
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could be spelled out so that such transfers are logically possible for
beings like ourselves.

Williams is concerned that such transfers could be made in more
than one case, creating a number of people who are exact copies of the
original person. They cannot all be identical to the original. Williams
calls this sort of copying reduplication. Reduplication seems to lead
to puzzles if we depart from the bodily criterion of identity. Williams
considers a way out for those who think in terms of character as a cri-
terion of identity. Two tokens of persons cannot be identified with a
third token. The problem of reduplication might be overcome,
Williams speculates, if we think of persons as types, as classes of bod-
ies.43 This is, however, no advance. Williams considers what it would
be like to fall in love with a person type and to want to be near any of
several tokens of that type. “Much of what we call loving a person
would begin to crack under this, and reflection on it may encourage
us not to undervalue the deeply body-based situation we actually
have.”44 As we will see in a later discussion, Parfit is not so concerned
with tokens as with types. In his revisionist way, Parfit embraces the
very conclusion that Williams finds repugnant. Williams, however, is
also revisionist and admits that his own view may seem odd, entailing
as it does that one who loves a person loves a body, but “the alterna-
tives that so briskly flow out of suspending the present situation do
not sound too spiritual either.”45 But must we really accept his view
that the main remaining alternative to considering ourselves as bod-
ies is to consider ourselves as types? I have tried to cast some doubt
on his arguments leading to this conclusion.

Williams’ arguments, however, make it difficult to keep to the
Aristotelian position defended by Wiggins and even more difficult to
occupy the large opposing fort where defenders of Cartesian Egos or
Lockean consciousnesses reside. In particular, Williams has, through
his consideration of reduplication, made it very important for any
concept of a person to find an anchor lest it float into the region
where persons become types of things and particular individuals may
be just tokens of that type, more like particular copies of a frequently
printed book rather than like precious crystals each of which is unique.
Williams chooses the body as the anchor.

270

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



Person as a moral concept
Regarding the moral import of the concept of a person, Williams
writes:

The category of person, though a lot has been made of
it in some moral philosophy, is a poor foundation for
ethical thought, in particular because it looks like a
sortal or classificatory notion while in fact it signals
characteristics that almost all come in degrees—
responsibility, self-consciousness, capacity for reflec-
tion, and so on. It thus makes it seem as if we were
dealing with a certain class or type of creature, when in
fact we are vaguely considering those human beings
who pass some mark on a scale. To make matters worse,
the pass mark for some purposes is unsuitable for oth-
ers. If person implies something called “full moral
responsibility,” the lowest age for entry to the class
that has traditionally been entertained is seven, but
anyone who has lived with a six-year-old, or a two-year-
old, has vivid reasons for thinking of them as persons.46

If, on the other hand, we accept the claim that the capacity for
reflection and self-consciousness are the effects of causes “running
through the body.” As Williams puts it,47 then, whether or not we
accept fully that persons are bodies, ancient concerns about responsi-
bility arise. The problem of causal determinism that there seems to be
no room for people to have responsibility if all their thoughts, feel-
ings, and actions are caused by material phenomena surely must be
faced by any view that answers Yes to Are persons bodies plus their
psychological effects? At this level at least, Williams’ views on persons
have a very direct impact on moral theory.

That is not to say that moving away from Wiggins’ notion that
the concept of a person is a sortal concept does not radically alter the
ways in which that concept can be used in moral theory. If we must,
moreover, disabuse ourselves of the opposing concepts of a person as
a personality, Cartesian Ego, or Lockean consciousness, then these
other ways of making the concept bear moral weight evaporate. Even
if we can get over materialist determinist difficulties with motivating

271

Wiggins

and

Williams



moral discourse at all, we will still have to forego Locke’s forensic
concept of a person and Wiggins’ sortal or natural kind. We will not
be able to talk of the rights of persons. If Williams is right, ethics has
become a very different subject.

What about Daphne?
In terms of my constant example, one who becomes demented is cer-
tainly the same person, dementia notwithstanding, if Williams is
right. It would be foolish to argue that Daphne’s body is not the
same body. What we see is, moreover, still a thinking body, though
the level of thought is diminished nearly to the vanishing point.
Depending on the height at which one puts the pass mark on certain
scales, one might wish to say that a dementia patient is not a person,
but this would be perhaps more revisionist than Williams would wish
to be. In this identification of Daphne, Williams would, then, prob-
ably agree with Wiggins. But what follows from this identification
regarding Daphne’s right to treatment or our duties to keep her com-
fortable? Nothing at all for Williams. What we ought to do has to be
determined, according to Williams, without appeal to, say, the dignity
of persons. Saying Daphne is a person does not necessarily put her
into the same moral class as you just because we say that you are a
person. Person, for Williams, is not a sortal concept as Wiggins
would have it.

Daphne’s dementia, a radical change of psychological properties,
does not, by Wiggins’ approach, destroy her as a person. It would be
foolish to say that she has a different body, although it has changed
in some respects, including important neurophysiological respects.
Since Wiggins argues against the use of relative identity to say that
the sufferer of dementia is the same living body but not the same per-
son, and since he denies that the person is separable from the body,
he must count her as the same person through the radical changes.

A possible objection to this analysis using Wiggins’ concept of a
person can be worked out using the idea of our irreducibly psycho-
logical characteristics supervenient on our neurophysiology. Can Wig-
gins not say that, while the person cannot exist without the living
body, the living body can exist without the person? Yes, he can. Prob-
ably he would do so in the case of a neo-mort. All of the psycholog-
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ical properties formerly associated with such a living body are gone.
Daphne has certainly lost her intellect, but Wiggins thinks we place
too much emphasis on intellect. Her remaining psychological proper-
ties, for instance perceptual and emotional ones, may well qualify her
as a person on Wiggins’ view; hence she is, from that view, the same
person who once had a great intellect.

There is no doubt that Daphne no longer has the capacities she
once had. By the functionalist account of persons which Wiggins crit-
icizes, Daphne would be gone, though her body remains, as if a com-
puter has been disabled and can no longer run the program we knew
as a person. Wiggins rejected this account as unable to bear the moral
weight we put on the concept of a person. In this case, one would be
released from obligations to Daphne which were undertaken while she
lived. By Wiggins’ account of persons, such a release would be pre-
mature.

Daphne is, therefore, the same person she was prior to her mis-
fortune, according to Wiggins’ theory. This is morally significant
since, for Wiggins, a person is a particular kind of creature, not
merely a conscious body which can perform certain functions. Only a
difference in kind is the moral basis for a difference in treatment.
Daphne, according to Wiggins, must still be treated as a person.

What I like about Wiggins and Williams
Both Wiggins and Williams make the body important without actu-
ally identifying persons with bodies. Williams, however, comes closer
to this position than Wiggins. Wiggins reminds us of the moral
import of the concept of a person. Williams, through his iconoclasm
against the spiritual or moral importance of persons as persons,
drives us to clarify the way in which the concept of a person can be
central to our moral thinking. Williams provides us, I believe, with a
good example of the sort of revisionism which banishes concepts of a
person to the museum of philosophical curiosities. Some such con-
cepts, I will eventually argue, hold on to the door-posts and will not
be forced into this unseemly retirement. For now, I will explicate more
of this revisionist work in current philosophy of persons.
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Content questions

1. What is Wiggins’ individuative naturalism?
2. What is the basis of value on Wiggins’ view?
3. What identity thesis would support a view, which Wiggins denies,

that a human being could be the same animal as an earlier animal
without being the same person?

4. Why is Wiggins’ view like that of Kant, primarily an ethical posi-
tion rather than primarily epistemological or metaphysical?

5. How are natural kinds determined?
6. Why does Wiggins object to the idea of a person as a social con-

struct?
7. Why is Wiggins unimpressed with thought experiments that seem

to show that persons are not tied to a single human body?
8. What does Williams think is necessary for identity of persons?

Explain why it is or is not sufficient?
9. Why does Williams think the attempts of Locke and others to

explain identity of persons without the body are unworkable?
10. What is wrong with Williams’ response to objections to his argu-

ments against Locke?
11. Why does Williams think that personality cannot be the criterion

of personal identity?
12. What does Williams say is the viewpoint from which we must

apply a criterion of identity?
13. What is the error in Williams’ simplest objection to Strawson?
14. Why is it odd that Williams objects to ignoring ordinary lin-

guistic conventions?
15. What does Williams think of the category of a person as a foun-

dation for ethical thought?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: Wiggins’ morality-first view
We must understand the concept of a person in such a way as to make
it morally wrong to treat any human being without respect or dignity.
If we treat a person in a functionalist way as a set of abilities that may
be realized in various different physical forms, then the category of a
person will not necessarily apply to all human beings. If the category
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of a person does not apply to all human beings, then it will not be
morally wrong to treat some human beings without respect or dignity.
Therefore the functionalist view of persons is wrong.

Argument 2: Objection from a functionalist
point of view

This argument begs the question. We must first decide what persons
are and only afterward decide what moral significance they have. The
functionalist claim is purely metaphysical and cannot be criticized by
appeal to felt moral needs.

Argument 3: Reply to the functionalist
On the contrary, we must look at the world systematically keeping our
metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics synchronized. Insights in one
area can and should influence choices in the others. The functional-
ist metaphysical claim is, whatever is intended, a claim with moral
implications. Philosophy, like all disciplines, must start with intu-
itively acceptable principles. The idea that human beings are dispos-
able when their abilities wane or before their abilities form is
repugnant and far from intuitively acceptable.

Argument 4: Objection to the second premise of 
the morality-first argument

Premise 2 is false. We can adopt moral principles that value human
beings whether or not they are persons. Even if respect for persons is
more than respect for mere human beings who are not yet or no
longer persons, respect for human beings may be very strong. Human
dignity may be carefully guarded independently of dignity of persons.

Argument 5: The dead body objection to Wiggins
Wiggins claims that to be the same person, one must have the same
body. The body, according to Wiggins, is a substance. Wiggins also
accepts Aristotle’s claim that there is no distinction between a sub-
stance and the matter of which it is composed. Now, when a body
dies, the matter remains. The dead body, therefore, is the same body,
the same substance, as the person had when that person was alive. The
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person, however, is gone. Therefore, the person cannot be identified
with the body.

The idea behind this argument is that Miriam could not be the
same as Miriam’s body. If she were, then she would still be around
when her dead body remains. We would not, however, think that her
dead body is Miriam.

Argument 6: Wiggins’ response to the 
dead body objection

A body is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the existence
of a person. The body must, moreover, be alive to support a person.
A dead body does not have the psychological characteristics that are
necessary for a person to exist. We can say that, if the same person is
present, then the same living body is present and, if the same living
body is present, then the same person is present.

Argument 7: The lost mind objection to Wiggins
Persons, according to Wiggins have irreducibly psychological proper-
ties. These psychological properties—supervenient on (or dependent
on) the living body—are profoundly important. At the same time,
Wiggins says that, if the same living body is present, the same person
is present. There are cases, however, in which the body survives but
psychological properties do not. If Raoul becomes permanently
demented, then Raoul’s body will remain but Raoul’s mind will be
destroyed. Important psychological properties like self-awareness will
be gone. It is at least strange that Wiggins wants to call Raoul’s body
the same person when the psychological properties that Wiggins
seems to value highly in persons are gone. Wiggins seems to be com-
mitted to the peculiar view that psychological properties such as self-
awareness are profoundly important but not essential to persons.

Argument 8: A reply on behalf of Wiggins to 
the lost mind objection

The lost mind objection overemphasizes certain kinds of psychologi-
cal characteristics—conscious intellect in particular. The retention of
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some psychological characteristics is essential to a person, but they
might be subconscious or purely perceptual. Self-awareness, in spite
of its importance, is not essential. Only when all psychological char-
acteristics are gone is the person gone.

Argument 9: Williams’ poor foundation argument
Being a person is a matter of degree, so “person” is not a sortal. A
greater degree of being a person is needed for some moral purposes
than others. Therefore the category of person is a poor foundation
for ethical thought.

Argument 10: The missing premises objection 
to the poor foundation argument

On the face of it the conclusion does not follow from the premises.
Williams must have in mind some additional premises such as the fol-
lowing:

• A category is a satisfactory foundation for ethical thought only
if it is a sortal, or

• A category is a satisfactory foundation for ethical thought only
if it does not admit of degree (ie, it is all or nothing), or

• If a category admits of degree, it is only useful as a foundation
for ethical thought if, in all moral applications, the same degree
is needed.

Unfortunately for this argument, none of these potential premises are
true. The concept of fairness, for instance, provides a counter-exam-
ple to each of these.

Argument 11: Reply to the missing 
premises objection

The point is not that every fundamental ethical concept must not
come in degrees but only that the concept of a person is not useful if
it does this. If moral rights are to be effective, for example, all per-
sons must have them all of the time. To make a right to life, for
instance, dependent on degrees of ability is to make it no longer a
right but a privilege.
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Argument 12: The missing premises 
objection rides again

Moral rights do, in fact, depend on degrees to which human beings
are persons. Consider the right to autonomy. It is much more
restricted for an eight-year-old than for an adult. This depends on
their different degrees of ability to look after themselves. Neither
rights nor persons need be all or nothing.

Argument 13: The neo-mort objection to Wiggins
There are living human bodies called neo-morts in hospital morgues
waiting to be used for organ transplants. They are brain dead and kept
otherwise alive with machines that keep them breathing. To the best
of our knowledge they have no psychological characteristics whatever.
Therefore, preserving the same living human body is not preserving
the same person.

Argument 14: A reply on behalf of Wiggins to 
the neo-mort objection

Neo-morts are not living human bodies. Hospitals are allowed to use
them for transplants because they are dead. Brain death is death.
Some features of living bodies are simulated through respirators and
such. This is not a counter-example.

Argument 15: Williams’ viewpoint argument
Any criterion of personal identity has to have a user. Criteria, like the
memory criterion, that can only be used subjectively have no purpose.
A person knows who he or she is. Since we cannot determine objec-
tively what memories another person has, there can be no user for the
memory criterion and similar criteria. The only objective criterion is
the body. It is the only criterion of identity that can have a user. Thus
the only reasonable criterion of personal identity is the person’s body.

Argument 16: A reply on behalf of Locke to 
Williams’ viewpoint argument

Williams is thinking in epistemological terms about knowing persons’
identities and misunderstands the purpose of metaphysical identity
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criteria. Locke, for instance, is not trying to give us a forensic crite-
rion for identifying guilty persons. He is simply asking who is
responsible for actions whether we can know for certain that a par-
ticular person is responsible or not. Responsibility depends on iden-
tity. Identity depends on memory. Even if only the guilty party knows
for sure of her guilt, that does not change the truth about who is who
nor the truth about who is guilty. Locke, of course, thinks God knows,
but even without God’s knowledge, the person and the guilt remain.

Argument 17: Williams’ dog argument 
against Strawson

Treating persons as bearers of both M- and P-predicates leaves open
the possibility that dogs are persons. Dogs can have P-predicates truly
ascribed to them. One such predicate is “wants to go for a walk.”
Strawson’s conception of a person is, therefore, too inclusive.

Argument 18: A reply on behalf of Strawson
Williams is assuming that “person” is defined as “bearer of M- and P-
predicates.” This is false. “Person” is a primitive term; that is, “per-
son” cannot be defined. It can be used to help define M-predicates
and P-predicates, but the reverse is not true. P-predicates are person-
predicates. Every person will have some that are not applicable to
non-persons. For instance, we might say Eva wants to change her
standard desires so that she will want to go for a walk rather than
wanting, as she typically does, to watch television. The complex pred-
icate we attribute to Eva in this case is not attributable to non-per-
sons.
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Nozick’s Self-Makers

CHAPTER 12

Notes to chapter 12 are on pp. 489-90.
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Crazy solutions

T he concept of a person is slippery. Over the ages the problems
which we encounter trying to explicate this concept are legion.

Nozick admits that the solutions on which he speculates are crazy but
thinks that, since all the sane solutions have been tried without suc-
cess over the centuries, it may be that only the crazy solutions will
work.1 Some of the things he proposes do seem daft, but I will try to
show how he is driven to them. What they reveal for those of us who
hold out for sanity is important.

Crucial to Nozick’s understanding of persons are two ideas, that
of a closest continuer and that of reflexivity. Roughly, Nozick thinks
of closest continuers as present people who most resemble those past
people. Reflexivity has to do with a peculiar way some things, such as
denotations of phrases like “this very phrase” have of looping back on
themselves. The keystone in Nozick’s arch of ideas between the con-
cepts of a closest continuer and reflexivity is that of an action which
creates the person who does it. As long as one can buy the notion that
an act can take place independently of the person who seems to per-
form that action, one can feel at home with Nozick. Readers who
want to turn the page crying, This way madness lies! may be reassured



that the theory is able to account for some of our common sense views
and to explain how they are sensible in spite of the powerful reasons
to the contrary which are the heritage of philosophical thought about
persons. While Nozick seems to put at least some of his speculations
forth without full conviction, he does think they have some merit in
providing us with fresh ways of wrestling with old problems.2 He is
right about that. In case readers lose patience as we follow Nozick
through some difficult concepts and some strange examples, I issue
this promise: before the end of this book, I will put some of Nozick’s
concepts to good use in talking about real people.

Nozick’s closest continuer theory
The question about persons that Nozick faces first is a familiar one
(unless you just opened this book to this page and began here). What
makes a person at one time the same person at a later time? To con-
struct examples I will use the names Tomas, Dick, and Heraldo, but
these need not be different people. Consider any person Tomas on
New Year’s Eve and any person Dick on New Year’s Day. What are
the criteria, once Tomas has developed into Dick, for Dick to be the
same person as Tomas? What criterion should we use to identify peo-
ple over time? Nozick’s answer is roughly that the identity of a per-
son depends on who, among all the available alternatives, is the best
candidate for being that person. As Nozick describes closest contin-
uers, if Dick is the best candidate for being Tomas, Dick can be called
the closest continuer of Tomas.3 Now let us see what makes a candi-
date the best one or what makes a continuer the closest continuer.

Nozick describes the closest continuer of a person as not merely
someone closely resembling the original but someone whose proper-
ties are like those of the original because the original’s properties
caused the continuer’s properties. As an example of such a causal con-
nection of properties, suppose Dick has strength of character because
Tomas did since Dick is a later stage of a person who was previously
called Tomas. This causal connection does not, according to Nozick,
imply temporal continuity. People might have temporal gaps, as do
the messages sent on telephone wires.4 Thus all views, like that of
Wiggins for example, that require spatio-temporal continuity for per-
sons to continue are dismissed. “Continuer” really means “resembler”
here.
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The similarity metric: Weighted dimensions
of closeness

So much for the concept of a continuer. To understand the other half
of the phrase “closest continuer”—namely “closest”—is a difficult
task indeed. Nozick speaks of a set of weighted dimensions and fea-
tures in a similarity metric by means of which closeness is to be meas-
ured.5 By “weighted dimensions” he seems to mean the properties of
people, like having strength of character or having curly hair, plus the
weight we give these properties in judgments about identity. Think of
Nozick as developing a suggestion we saw from Strawson in chapter
10 concerning the weight we might give to the M- and P-predicates—
the properties that tell us who is who.

Whether Dick is really Tomas will, of course, depend a lot more
on their shared strength of character than on their sharing the same
kind of hair. Character is, therefore, a dimension of much greater
weight than hairstyle. What Nozick calls the “metric” is a complex of
causal and qualitative dimensions of the person, to each of which we
assign weights. This metric has to be taken into consideration in mak-
ing judgments of closeness of continuation, but Nozick does not say
in detail what is within the metric. He is offering a general schema to
be filled in by whoever is making the judgment of identity. There are
limits, however, on the ways we can select and weigh dimensions and
thus fill in the schema. Nonetheless, there is not one correct answer
to the question whether Tomas is Dick. According to the metric Dick
selects, the answer might be Yes, while you or I might correctly deny
this if Dick is too much changed from the Tomas we knew, according
to our metric. Heraldo might be closer to Tomas as we see it. Close-
ness of persons, and hence identity as well, is relative to the metric
used in judging it.

In spite of this relativity, not anyone can be identical to Tomas.
There are four kinds of limits: closest continuer limits, that is, limits
intrinsic to the concept of closest continuers; mono-relatedness,
which has to do with predecessors as well as continuers and is not as
bad as it sounds; metaphysical limits on classification; and, finally,
social limits. Dick has a long way to go before he gets to be Tomas,
but I will have to consider each of these limits before a picture of
Nozick’s theory begins to emerge.
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Closest continuer limits
Nozick points out that, although we make different judgments of the
identity of persons, we are still using the same general schema for
making such judgments, and he thinks that his schema fits the judg-
ments we do, in fact, make. Even though we can always pick a metric
to suit a particular judgment about, for instance, whether Tomas is
Dick, Nozick says that, “it does not follow that every group of judg-
ments can be made to fit.”6 While individual judgments may vary, cer-
tain combinations of judgments are ruled out. We might, for instance,
be able to adopt a metric under which Tomas is Dick, but then we
could no longer deny that Sally is Andrea once we have chosen our
metric. Picking a metric is deciding what we mean by “closeness of
continuation” for persons, and that ties you to a whole set of identity
judgments.7 One cannot make such judgments lightly, I suppose,
since they affect one’s own case.

Mono-relatedness
Just as there are continuers of persons, as Dick might be of Tomas,
there are predecessors of persons, as Tomas might be of Dick.
Roughly, the person most closely resembling Dick who came before
Dick is Dick’s closest predecessor.8 Now Nozick requires that for
Tomas to be Dick, not only must Dick be Tomas’s closest continuer,
but Tomas must be Dick’s closest predecessor. This he calls “mono-
relatedness.”9 To see why Nozick does this, consider a case of merg-
ing two persons, Bob and Doug, into Al. Doug is more like Al than
Bob is and exists along with Bob on New Year’s Eve. Even though Al
is Bob’s closest continuer, Doug might be Al’s closest predecessor. In
that case, I think, Nozick would not think either Bob or Doug was
identical to Al. Now you might remember the causal condition on
closeness and ask how on earth Al on New Year’s Day could arise
causally from both Doug and Bob on New Year’s Eve. Well it could
not happen in the real world, so far as I know. Nozick, however, takes
all examples to be relevant as long as they are of logically possible
events. Now a fictional case in which Bob and Doug are in a terrible
accident and clever surgeons cobble together Al from the pieces is,
although disgusting, apparently logically possible. As an example it is
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under-described, so we cannot be sure that it is logically possible.
Nozick’s condition of mono-relatedness is intended, in any case, to
rule out the identification of Al and Bob or of Al and Doug. If think-
ing of persons merging is too strange, consider a case of two rivers
converging to flow into one another. Nozick would not count the
resulting river as identical to either of the rivers upstream if neither
is mono-related to that river resulting from their merger.

While we are on the topic of identity, note that Nozick does not
think that mono-relatedness is sufficient to make Al identical to Bob,
but it is necessary. In other words, if they are merely mono-related, it
does not follow that they are identical—but if they are identical, then
they are mono-related.

Metaphysical limits
The job of such classifying concepts as the concept of a person,
according to Nozick, is to maximize the unity of a class of entities.
This is to be done by maximizing the differences between classes and
the similarities within classes in our classificatory scheme.10 Persons,
therefore, should be a lot like each other and as little as possible like
non-persons. What we call a person, then, is not arbitrary, not merely
conventional, nor is it arbitrary who we say is who. We need to follow
a reasonable set of principles of classification. It follows that if I try
to look upon my grandfather’s departed pet cat as my closest prede-
cessor, I can be making a mistake through adopting a classification
scheme which fuzzes the border between persons and non-persons. I
cannot, however, be wrong about who it is for whom I am seeking a
predecessor. I am trying to figure out who I am in such a case, how-
ever badly I may be doing it.

One of the results of maximizing similarities among persons and
maximizing their differences from other beings is the narrowing of
the class of persons in some respects and widening of it in others.
There are many human beings who, if included in the class of persons,
would prevent maximization. One might include, for example, only
those with the linguistic ability to say “I” meaningfully and those who
will develop this capacity. (Nozick’s reasons for this is revealed later.)
This might exclude as persons some human beings with severely chal-
lenged mental capability but include Washoe, the chimpanzee who
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uses sign language. Nozick, an old hand at bullet-biting, should be
willing to accept such a consequence, but he seems not to bite. At
least he does not explicitly include non-humans in the class of per-
sons. In any case, his general principles for classification limit what
kinds of identity judgments he is willing to countenance.

Social limits
What happens if Dick tries, when deciding on his own metric, to
include Heraldo’s body or part of it as Dick’s own? Assuming that
Heraldo and Dick have distinct bodies, this will be frowned on in
most societies, at least where slavery is unacceptable. Society limits
our acts of self-creation. To this point Nozick says: “Rewards and
punishments will lead to a boundary in a particular location along
innate salient features or dimensions. Recalcitrant individuals who act
on their deviant classifications wherein part of their own body
includes someone else’s arms, will be punished, institutionalized, or
killed. Usually, the mutual compatibility of self-definitions occurs
with less hardship.”11 The class of innate, salient features might
include a great deal. Nozick does not help us with examples other
than the inappropriate claiming of another’s arms. The term “innate”
leads me to suspect that he is thinking of features common to human
beings rather than socially determined features. Not enough is said
here, as Nozick skims over this point, but I develop it when I come
to pontificate on the ways I think we should develop a concept of a
person.

Self-creation and reflexivity

Nozick accepts that we ourselves are each, in part, responsible for
determining who, by our own lights, preceded us and who continues
us.12 This gives particular tang to the question, Who do you think
you are? We create ourselves—at least we share in our own creation—
by deciding how we measure closeness of continuation. The self con-
ceives of itself as a listing and weighting of the dimensions in the
metric used to measure closeness. Nozick sums this up as: “Which
continuer is closest to a person depends (partially) on that person’s
own notion of closeness.”13 Nozick does not attempt to say how
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much weight should be given to self-conception in the metric for
closeness, but it must be considerable. He thinks that what distin-
guishes selves from other things and gives them special dignity is
their self-synthesis, their determining of their own identity.14

The idea that we somehow create our own characters or personal-
ities is not an uncommon one, but usually half-baked. Nozick, how-
ever, is a rather thorough and systematic baker. Although he takes on
the whole person—not just the person’s character—as a self-made
item, he still makes the notion of self-creation somewhat plausible.
One must, however, be able to imagine actions as events which may
exist independently of the person whose action it later turns out to
be.15 The act of self-creation exists prior to the self which it creates.
Consider a new example. In the year 2000 Dick chooses a metric for
determining his closest predecessor and continuer. According to this
metric, Tomas in the year 1990 was Dick’s closest predecessor, and
Heraldo in the year 2010 will be Dick’s closest continuer. This newly
unified person, Tomas-Dick-and-Heraldo, only comes into existence
when Dick’s action creates this person. Once this person exists,
Dick’s action is this person’s action. Dick, of course, cannot choose
any old Tomas and Heraldo. There are limits on the choice of metric,
which were described above. But Dick can choose prior to the coming
into being of the person Tomas-Dick-and-Heraldo.

Accepting actions which create people appears, initially, like giv-
ing up on people. Actions may be among the events which make up
persons but which may be described without mentioning persons.
This seems to lead to what I call “impersonalism,” the view that peo-
ple are not necessarily part of our description of reality. We could just
describe the actions and leave people out of our account of what
exists. If, however, as Nozick apparently sees it, one of a series of
actions may be an act of self-creation, then, it seems to me, it is not
possible to describe the action without mentioning the person cre-
ated, the self which is synthesized. This is a good feature of Nozick’s
view, that people are real, not merely convenient fictions. By contrast,
Hume, with whom we wrestled in chapter 6, made people disappear
from his account of reality by his use of the device of actions exist-
ing independently from people. Parfit, who comes later in my account
of contemporary philosophers, also favours impersonalism.
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Reflexivity
Part of Nozick’s explanation of self-creation involves an examination
of the ability of people to say “I” in a special way. “I” is an indexical
and, as we saw in the discussion of Ryle’s exorcism of ghosts, words
such as “I,” “this,” “here,” or “now” index an item in our scheme of
reality. For example, when I say, This tomato here on the window sill
is green all over now, I pick out an object at a particular location in
its journey through time and space. There is no contradiction in my
pointing to the same tomato days later and saying, This tomato here
on the window sill is red all over now. The indexicals keep straight
which stage of the tomato’s ongoing development I am indicating.

Reflexive self-reference
If, however, I use the word “I” to refer to myself, then “I” is an index-
ical of a very special kind. The difference between this use of “I” and
the use of “this” is in the reflexivity of the use of “I.” Nozick explains:
“Some indexical terms have a reference that not only varies with the
context of their utterance, but also depends essentially on the very
utterance in which they appear; for example, ‘this very phrase’ refers
to that phrase itself, and ‘I…’ refers to the producer of that token
itself. Let us call such linguistic devices reflexively self-referring.”16 To
put this a little less carefully (but perhaps more understandably) what
“I” means, according to Nozick, is the thing that is referring to itself
by using this particular instance of the special indexical word “I.” “I”
is special in that it points back at itself when we use it. The essence
of the self is the capacity to meaningfully say “I.”17 Another way to
understand reflexively self-referring terms is to say they are those
which depend for their reference on the very utterance in which they
appear. To know who or what “I” refers to on a given utterance of “I,”
we must know more than what is making the sound. A tape recorder
may be making the sound, but it is the person who meaningfully said
“I” into the microphone to whom this token (or instance) of the
word “I” refers. Nozick has, thus, defined “self ” in terms of the abil-
ity to use language in this special way.

It is not, then, the ability to speak or reason which distinguishes
persons from beasts and machines which may possibly acquire these
abilities to some degree, it is the ability to say “I” and mean it. If
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Washoe the chimpanzee or multiple-parallel-processing computers
can do this too, then they are selves with us, by Nozick’s rules.

Nozick has clarified two things about his view of persons with
this linguistic approach to the self. First, it is clear that “person” is
not a species-specific concept as “human being” is. Second, the act of
self-creation can be carried out through an act of reflexive self-refer-
ence. One need not speak the words aloud, I suppose, but when one
says or thinks “I” and simultaneously has in mind some metric for
closeness of continuation, then one creates oneself anew.

Think about a famous saying from Descartes, “I think; hence, I
am.” Could this be false? Applying Nozick’s view, it could be. For
example, in saying “I” a person may be trying to create something
which goes beyond the limits that were specified above on making
choices regarding the metric for measuring closeness. If Dick is say-
ing “I” in such a way as to include Heraldo’s arms in the reference of
“I,” then Dick’s act of self-creation fails and Dick is not who he is
saying he is when he utters, I am. Perhaps it would be preferable to
say that Dick has not said anything rather than that he has said some-
thing false, since his use of “I” is non-referring. I prefer to say that
Dick has made a fictional claim as if it were a statement about reality.
Nozick puts it this way: “‘I exist’ might, strictly speaking, be false, in
that the pre-conditions for the perfectly accurate use of the ‘I’ are not
satisfied.”18

Nozick also says that no thing in any possible world which always
lacked the capacity for reflexive self-reference could be me or you.19

This, however, is not clear without looking at an example. Always is
ambiguous. We might say, for example, that Daphne in the stage or
stages following her last decline into dementia always lacked the
capacity for reflexive self-reference; hence, by Nozick’s criteria,
Daphne ceased to exist on becoming permanently demented. On the
other hand, we might say that Daphne no longer has, but once did
have, the capacity for reflexive self-reference. In that case, the
demented Daphne would be a later stage of the same person as
Daphne the philosopher. Nozick takes the former stance and would
say that Daphne, once she has finally lost the capacity for reflexive
self-reference, is no more.20 Nozick of course makes the allowance for
some periods of loss of the ability of self-reference without loss of
self to provide for the brief interruption of the capacity for reflexive
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self-reference when, for instance, we are asleep. But he also makes an
exception for those who have not yet developed the capacity of self-
reference.21 This creates an interesting asymmetry in his view. A fetus
is a self as long as it will develop the capacity for self-reference, while
a senile adult who has permanently lost the capacity is no longer a
self. I wonder why he does not say the self is born with the capacity
for reflexive self-reference just as it dies when that capacity dies. Per-
haps the answer lies in the apparent fact that the fetus has the poten-
tial to develop the capacity while the senile adult does not.

Another interesting feature of Nozick’s account is that there
seems to be no theoretical limit on how often one could recreate one-
self through reflexive self-reference nor any limit on changing one’s
mind about who one is. It might, however, be difficult to be sincere
about frequent changes if one is mentally stable. Perhaps this could
be worked into the social limits on one’s metric discussed earlier.
There are also the limits imposed by the metaphysical principles of
classification. If people become too volatile, going into and out of
existence all the time, it might be difficult to unify them in a class.

Reflexive caring
The theme of reflexivity, of things feeding back into themselves, is
crucial to Nozick’s understanding of a person, as we have already seen
through his analysis of the meaning of “I.” Nozick also imports this
feature into his understanding of our concern for ourselves. Oddly
enough, care for the self as the self, not as a bearer of some property
or properties, is required by Nozick. The care is reflexive, looping
back on itself the way the reference of the word “I” does. More pre-
cisely, it is care in virtue of a feature of the act of caring. Creation is
an act of caring for the thing created; so self-synthesis is an act of car-
ing for oneself.22

Four possible theories of identity of
persons over time

Without saying which he favours, Nozick throws out four possible
views about identity for us to kick around. To avoid any further tech-
nical terminology and to simplify these theories, I will use the
metaphor of a cartographer mapping a previously unmapped river.
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The cartographer must decide at various points in his journey down
the river whether a body of water is the same river, a tributary, or an
effluent. Nozick, because he takes seriously the logical possibility of
odd things happening to people, must face similar decisions. He
thinks, for instance, that a person can possibly split into two people
as a river can split into two rivers.

The first theory: The closest continuer is identical
Nozick’s first theory is that identity over time follows the path of
closest continuity. A person would be a series of things each of which
was the closest continuer of the one before. Death is the end of con-
tinuity. Our intrepid cartographer travelling downstream would com-
pare bodies of water to what he had just travelled over. Like Nozick,
he would use a metric, a set of scales of similarity, to make a judgment
about which body of water was the closest continuer of the river. At a
fork in the river, where it separates into two flows downstream, the
cartographer would proclaim one flow an effluent and the other iden-
tical to the river. On this first theory, if the river forked so neatly that
there were two equally close continuers of the river, neither of them
would be the continuation of that river being mapped.

In Daphne’s case, most of us would agree on continuity in spite
of the massive changes until Daphne became demented. At this point,
the different weights people give to the body, the personality, dispo-
sitions, abilities, and the mind would produce different answers con-
cerning her survival. If we use Nozick’s first theory of personal
identity and do in fact give different weights within the metric of
closeness, our infrequent disagreements about survival could be
explained as differences in choice of a closeness metric. Whether one
is the same person after a major change would seem to depend on who
is making the judgment. Nozick, however, takes the closeness metric
each person chooses for oneself as the important one for identifying
that person. Within the limits mentioned, each of us is the best judge
of who we are. This leads to puzzles in Daphne’s case, since she
changed her metric as she lost her intellectual abilities. At the end of
her ability to consider such matters, it was by no means clear about
where Daphne put great weight where closeness was concerned. Per-
haps Nozick would be willing to say that Daphne, at the point of
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ceasing to be able to keep a metric in mind, becomes a person only to
others. Her incapacity to evaluate herself makes her like a child. She
becomes, in some sense, less of a person since she loses that self-
determination which is the source of a person’s dignity. From this
point of view there is some truth in the adage that one must value
oneself to be valued by others, though the adage is interpreted in
rather a new way. Valuing oneself comes through self-creation, as an
act of reflexive caring.

If we think of the river once again, we can see how Nozick’s first
theory allows for having many rivers made out of one stretch of water.
We might call a river from its origin to the ocean one thousand kilo-
metres distant the Blue River. But a shorter stretch within the Blue
from kilometre ten to kilometre two hundred might be the Shiny
River. Within the Shiny River we might have the Moon River which
goes from kilometre one hundred to kilometre one hundred eighty of
the Blue River. Various acts of self-creation in a person’s life could
have the effect of creating people within people in the same way.

It seems that, on Nozick’s first theory, Who is who? becomes a
question with more possible answers than seems plausible. The
answers depend not only on whom one asks but also on when one asks.
Daphne, before she lost the ability to do philosophy, put enormous
weight on that ability. She would, perhaps, have had difficulty in con-
ceiving of a continuer of herself who could not participate in that
activity. Later, when participation was no longer possible for her, she
saw herself as a continuation of the former Daphne, although it
pained her greatly to be unable to do philosophy. She began to see
other things as central to her being the person she was. In Nozick’s
terms, the later Daphne considered herself mono-related to the ear-
lier Daphne, while the earlier Daphne would perhaps have denied this.
Daphne the philosopher had a life which was part of the life of
Daphne who came later, just as the Shiny River is part of the Blue
River. The later Daphne created a new self including the earlier
Daphne, while the earlier Daphne created a self which ended prior to
the later Daphne. Since Nozick’s view allows for many acts of self-
synthesis associated with one body, Nozick is committed to the view
that there may be many people associated with one body over a life-
time. Closeness of continuation may not be completely arbitrary, but
it is certainly flexible.
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The strangeness of Nozick’s first proffered concept of personal
identity, illustrated by the example of Daphne before and after she
lost her most cherished ability, does not go away when we switch to
any of the other proposals for identity that Nozick gives us.
Nonetheless, Daphne thought of the woman whom she knew would
result from her illness as someone other than herself, and there is
some sense in this. The other theories, while strange, all capture
something sensible as well.

The second theory: Switch from short-lived
to runner-up

The first proposal was that identity follows the path of closest con-
tinuation. Nozick then modifies this to overcome what he calls the
overlap problem. The problem, which I will explain through the river
metaphor, is that two continuers might exist simultaneously, and we
might have reasons to think of both of them as the closest. His solu-
tion is this: “Entity X follows the path of closest continuation, unless
it is a short path.”23 To clarify both the problem and the solution,
imagine that the Blue River forks, and the part that is most like the
Blue before the fork ends after a short distance, say, one kilometre.
This corresponds to a short-lived continuer (ie, person) on the short
path of continuation. In this second theory of Nozick’s, the less sim-
ilar effluent that continues for a long way would continue to be the
Blue River but it would only be the Blue after the shorter effluent
ends. That is, one kilometre after the fork, its long effluent becomes
the Blue river. From the fork for one kilometre along the longer efflu-
ent, there exists a very short river that is not the Blue. This is rather
odd.

This short-path condition only comes into play when there are
two or more candidates for being a continuer of an earlier stage of a
person. It is quite ad hoc. If the closest continuer dies off, we switch
conveniently to the next closest and much longer lived continuer.
This has the same subjectivity as the plain variety of closest continu-
ation, and it does nothing to overcome the difficulty that there may
be many people associated with one body. Nozick would, perhaps, not
consider these objections to be real problems for his view. He bites
the bullets on which other philosophers only nibble. There is no
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doubt that Nozick accepts a best candidate theory of personal iden-
tity with all of its odd consequences.

The third theory: Ignore the short-lived in 
favour of the runner up

The Blue River, on this view, would not include its short effluent but
simply go along the longer flow which is a less close continuer of the
Blue before the fork. This third proposal for defining personal identity
is that, instead of switching at the end of a short path of life—a
short-lived closest continuer—one simply ignores the short path and
becomes the second closest continuer at the fork in one’s life. If we are
not looking at this from some timeless viewpoint, we will have to wait
to see how long a continuer lives before declaring it closest. Later stages
of a person will determine whether earlier stages are part of the person
or not. This is not quite as odd as switching to the second-closest con-
tinuer after a short-lived continuer as in theory two. Nonetheless, it is
strange to think that I might not be the same person who began writ-
ing this book if I should die before I wake tomorrow and some reason-
able facsimile comes along to finish this book—and my life. Perhaps
that is ruled out by the social limits on continuation.

The fourth (and, mercifully, last) theory: The ur-person
Finally Nozick proposes what I will call an “ur-person,” an original
which every later stage must closely continue. Using the Blue River
metaphor, the Blue might, at its delta, divide into many rivers. Part of
this river and part of that could be cobbled together as the Blue. The
stretches of water which most resembled the pre-delta Blue would be
the Blue. Similarly, if the person divides in a kind of tree structure,
then there may be segments of many different branches which would
be assembled into one person because of their closeness to the ur-per-
son. While I like the idea that there must be something central to all
stages of me as I flow through life, I do not think that this quite cap-
tures that idea.

All of these theories of identity which Nozick puts forth have a
drawback from within the closest continuer theory. That theory sub-
jectivizes identity and these are attempts, albeit unsuccessful, to objec-
tify identity. For example, a person-stage on a short path of life would
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consider herself to be the closest continuer of a predecessor which
some other second-closest continuer would also take to be her prede-
cessor. To say that one of them is right is to defy the principle of self-
creation, the principle that who a person is depends heavily on that
person’s own metric for closeness of continuation. The weight given
to a person’s own metric, does not, therefore, remove the puzzle about
who is who in every case. There could still be competing continuers,
each of which had excellent grounds to think the other an impostor.

Some applications of closest continuer
theory to puzzles

The science fiction puzzles dear to the hearts of philosophers talking
about persons are solved by Nozick’s theory in a way which he thinks
preserves some important intuitions about persons. The main intu-
ition he ignores is that someone who was very much like me but an
impostor would not be me, even if he sincerely thought he was me and
even if I were so insane as to agree with him. Nozick’s theory also
allows one to say that the impostor is me from the impostor’s point
of view but not me from mine if I am not deluded into agreeing with
the impostor. This flexibility of Nozick’s view does not help us much
when we are trying to understand what persons are with a view to
answering moral questions. If, on the other hand, we assert one of the
four proposals for identity considered above as an objective answer to
the question of personal identity, then we must delete the self-cre-
ation of individuals from the closest continuer theory. Yet this self-
creation is the source of the dignity of persons.24 If we can agree on
some general conception of a person, then this objection does not
arise. We each will allow others, within the limits of the general con-
ception, to determine their own identities.25 But how are we to agree
on the general conception? Perhaps we are to choose among the four
possible theories of identity mentioned earlier. Nozick must have
made such a choice, for he offers the following solutions to the stan-
dard philosophical puzzles about personal identity.

Duplication
If I were duplicated, and both I and my double survived the process,
then I would be me and my double would not be me, according to
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Nozick’s application of his theory.26 I suppose this is because I am
causally better connected with my earlier stages than my double is. If
others, not me and my double, were making the judgment as to close-
ness of continuity, then this conclusion that the double is not me
might follow, but given the vagaries of the act of self-synthesis and
the importance of self-conception in that mysterious act, Nozick
should not be so quick to judge. What if I develop a self-conception
and my double develops a self-conception such that both of us agree
that my double is the closest continuer of my earlier self? It looks as
if I would no longer be me, my old self, that is. Even without this sub-
jective element, it is not clear that Nozick is entitled to claim that the
double is not me. Recall that the closest continuer of a person does
not merely resemble that person but is someone whose properties are
like those of the original because the original’s properties caused the
continuer’s properties.27 But that is true of both me and my double
with respect to my old self prior to duplication. My old self is the
cause of us both. Here Nozick might have to retreat to the concept
of a normal cause, or the right kind of cause, but that is notoriously
relative to the norms we choose. Perhaps Nozick would say that the
norms are given by the social limits on continuation. If I and my dou-
ble emerge from Williams’ duplicating machine, our society would
count the person who resulted from ordinary human reproduction as
the real person.

Various thought experiments resulting in
a closest continuer

Nozick considers the following cases to be cases in which the result
is the closest continuer of the original: the brain is transplanted to a
clone; the information in the body is transferred to a clone; there is a
half-brain transplant with full psychological continuity, and the orig-
inal dies; or half of the brain is destroyed. Even if we ignore the vast
under-description of such cases, and accept them as logically possible,
Nozick’s conclusions about closest continuation ignore the potential
interference of self-conception. He is at most entitled to conclude
that these people could be the closest continuers of the earlier people
who gave rise to them if they choose their closeness metrics in certain
ways. The weight given to self-conception makes this claim trivially

296

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



true. Because of this weight, anyone can be the closest continuer of
anyone who went before.28 Nozick might protest that the limits
described earlier apply and would limit who is who. However, the
social limits in such science fiction cases are simply not known. Our
society has not had to face many such oddities yet. It is hard to see
how the other limits could be used to make decisions in such science
fiction cases either.

Nozick admits to having some trouble with certain kinds of
duplication via transplantation of split brains. What really bothers
him, however, is the overlap, or short-path, case.29 I suggest, however,
that closest continuation has been so weakened by the weighting of
self-conception that no case is problematic, but this success is bought
in a problematic way. We can be whoever we want to be. Again, to
repair this Nozick would have to give far less importance to self-con-
ception, which would undermine his view of the dignity of persons.30

Having dignity depend on self-determination has something right
about it, but perhaps the idea needs much modification before it is
workable.

What a closest-continuer theorist cares about

Since closest continuation determines what we should care about,
according to Nozick, it is crucial for Nozick to repair his theory to
avoid the consequence that closest continuation is a purely subjective
matter. Otherwise the theory produces the view that we should care
about whatever we do care about as regards survival. For example, per-
fect fission of a person in which there are two equally good candidates
for closest continuer is a case, according to Nozick, in which there is
no closest continuer. The original no longer exists. Nonetheless, the
original should not care. What is important is the survival of what would
be a closest continuer, if it were unique.31 Fission where is thy sting!

When reflexive caring was discussed above, the point was made
that in the act of self-creation we care for ourselves as ourselves, not
as a mere collection of characteristics which could be had by someone
else. Nozick seems to forget this when he discusses fission. What
seems evident to me is that we do and ought to care about survival of
more than merely a closest continuer. It is not just important to me
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that someone very much like me will wake up tomorrow; I want to
wake up myself. The puzzle of how to understand this is a Gordian
knot, but Nozick tries to slice through it at a stroke and perhaps
misses the import of it. A mere closest continuer is not enough for
survival of the subject of experience which is at the core of the per-
son. For instance, Franz might choose a metric which makes Franz the
closest continuer of Franz’s dead twin brother, Karl, and there is a
causal connection between Franz and Karl; so the closest continuer
theory does not clearly prevent Franz from being Karl’s closest con-
tinuer except by social limits. Let us suppose those limits have
changed. This is at least as possible as Nozick’s examples. Now,
clearly Franz and Karl do not share one subject of experience. What
Karl wanted to survive was not just someone who could continue his
genotype, personality, plans, and projects, but the very subject of his
experiences. I think that it is perfectly reasonable for Karl to care
about this continuing subjectivity and not just the continuing simi-
larity which Franz can provide by taking over where Karl left off.

I can only be content with my replica as a closest continuer if I
care not for myself as myself but as the bearer of certain properties
which will be continued in the replica after I am destroyed. This is
contrary to what Nozick says about such replication in a case of per-
fect fission.32 I am not supposed to care that there are, if I split per-
fectly, two replicas and no me. I am supposed to care merely about
somebody very much like me—the instantiation of properties which
I now instantiate. Something has gone wrong with Nozick’s view of
caring. Perhaps no reasonable view can deal with a case of perfect fis-
sion, but then such fission may not be possible. The idea that we
should care for ourselves as ourselves ought to win out for Nozick’s
supporters, if a choice is to be made between this and his solution of
the fission puzzle, namely, saying that neither product of fission is
the original person. One should also be suspicious of the facile solu-
tion to more mundane cases like that of the twin brother taking over.
Similarity is not enough.

In fact, the datum that Nozick wishes to explain, that our care
about our closest continuer is disproportionate to its degree of close-
ness of continuity, is explained only by denying the closest continuer
theory. If, for example, I find that there exists a nearly perfect double
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of me who is causally unrelated to me, and hence not my continuer, I
will care much more about my closest continuer. This double is not
my closest continuer, since he is a person causally unrelated to me. My
care for my closest continuer in this case is not because of its close-
ness via causation but because it is more likely to be me than my dou-
ble. What I want to survive is me, not merely someone remarkably like
me. Nozick tries to address this concern in his talk of reflexivity, but
he ends, as I have been trying to show, by neglecting his own insights
regarding reflexive caring.

Self as property
The view that the self is but a property of a body is one that Nozick
flirts with. He puts it forth as a curiosity which may put old prob-
lems in a fresh light but which is insufficiently illuminating to adopt
as a position.33 If Nozick were to adopt this position fully, caring for
oneself as an object—the self—and caring for the instantiation of a
property would no longer be opposed. There would be no self as object
to care for. In a case of perfect fission, the property of being myself
would be doubly instantiated. When my replicas say “I” they will not be
referring to me, nor to any individual. They will be asserting that they
have a certain property which I used to instantiate. This points once
again to the absurdity of fission, since the property of being myself
must be uniquely instantiated, but Nozick actually takes the self-as-
property view to provide a solution to the fission problem.34 Unless the
self-as-property is tied to a particular body as it is in Aristotle’s
enmattered form conception of persons, then problems are likely to arise.
We will have Williams’ oddities, as in his example, discussed in the
previous chapter, of falling in love with a person type as opposed to a
person token. Those who wish to follow Nozick’s lead should read
“dead end” on the person-as-property view or go back to Aristotle.

What about Daphne?
An earlier and a later stage of what appears to be one person need not
agree on who is whom. Daphne, in fact, once held that her ability to
do extremely abstract work in philosophy was a necessary condition
of her continuation but, after losing that ability, she no longer
thought so. In Nozick’s terms the earlier Daphne would not count
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the later Daphne as a continuer, while the later Daphne would count
the earlier Daphne as a predecessor. Now that Daphne apparently has
no self-conception, she is still the closest continuer of the earlier
Daphne according to those who give bodily continuity great weight in
the metric for determining closeness. Since Daphne herself can now
neither affirm nor deny this weighting of the body in the metric for
closeness, she is deprived, in Nozick’s view, of one of the essentials of
dignity—self determination. This is one of those intuitively correct
consequences flowing from Nozick’s apparently wild view. Daphne
herself held that she would be deprived of her dignity if allowed to
live without her intellect; intellect is essential for making decisions
about the metric, and hence is essential for self-creation or self-
renewal. This is, of course, a matter of degree. Someone with Down’s
syndrome might have sufficient intellect for such purposes, but
someone as severely limited as Daphne has no intellect.

What I like about Nozick
Nozick’s craziness is a good thing. Although I wish to stick closer to
common sense, Nozick’s abandonment of sane solutions which have
not worked drives us to dig in our heels. It forces those of us who
think there is something right in the old views to ferret it out. It
forces those of us who find something right in Nozick’s relativism to
say how it might be limited to prevent every Tomas and Dick from
being any Heraldo. We need to add to the limits, particularly the
social limits, which Nozick acknowledges.

The importance of similarity in our idea of continuity of people
cannot be underestimated. Nozick takes it apart and puts it back
together in a useful analysis. While closest continuation is not all
there is to continuity, it is a major feature. A metric of dimensions is
a good figure for understanding what Williams has called a series of
sliding scales.

Being a person calls for pulling oneself up by one’s boot straps.
Nozick has given us one of the clearest discussions of the apparently
insane topic of self-creation and has managed to inject some sanity
into it. He has linked this usefully to the analysis of our use of “I”, a
vexed subject indeed. We will have to keep this contribution in mind
as we come to consider what makes a person herself to herself.
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I hope I have managed to convey some of the dizzying effect one
may experience in a brisk climb up the steep slopes of Nozick’s book
Philosophical Explanations. What is harder, if at all possible, to convey is
the view which one surveys after this steep ascent. It is worth a look,
but I would like to stick closer to common sense about persons. That
is feasible, Nozick’s doubts notwithstanding.

Content questions

1. What is the first question about persons that Nozick faces?
2. What is Nozick’s answer?
3. What, in addition to resemblance to person A, must person B

have in order to be A’s closest continuer?
4. How is resemblance to be judged?
5. Why is personal identity relative rather than absolute?
6. Why is personal identity nonetheless objective?
7. What is the limit on closest continuers of mono-relatedness?
8. How does our classification scheme provide metaphysical limits

on closest continuers?
9. What is an example of social limits on closest continuers?

10. How does Nozick suggest we share in our own creation?
11. What linguistic and conceptual ability distinguishes persons from

non-persons?
12. How could Descartes’ expression “I think; hence, I am” be false

according to Nozick’s?
13. What is reflexive caring?
14. What four theories of personal identity does Nozick suggest?
15. On what does the dignity of persons depend, in Nozick’s analysis?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The crazy concept argument
Through the history of philosophy the concepts of a person that we
have used have been incapable of solving the puzzles concerning per-
sons that we face. All of the sane concepts have been tried. It is time
to try a crazy concept of a person. This justifies looking at closest
continuer theories of persons.

301

Nozick’s

Self-

Makers



Argument 2: The true identity objection
Hume was right to distinguish between identity and similarity. Clos-
est continuer theories of persons ignore this distinction and focus
purely on similarity. They can, therefore, not give us metaphysical cri-
teria for identity of persons.

Argument 3: The absolutist objection
Questions of personal identity are about who is who, not about

who appears to be who to whom. Closest continuer theories make iden-
tity partly dependent on self-conception, hence partly subjective, and
partly dependent on social acceptance, hence partly culturally relative.
Such relativism provides a concept of a person that is inadequate for
judgments of moral guilt or innocence of persons for their past actions.

Argument 4: The conventionalist reply
Questions of personal identity, like all questions with moral import,
can only be settled by appeal to social conventions. There are no other
standards that can be applied. Consequently it is reasonable to pur-
sue a closest continuer theory of persons with the acceptable social
limitations within our society.

Argument 5: The dignity objection
One of the advantages claimed for the closest continuer theories is
that the dignity of persons is preserved by self-creation. Each person’s
own choice of similarity metrics is given considerable weight in the
determination of who that person is. We are whom we think we are
within the limits Nozick specifies. The four sample theories of per-
sonal identity that he gives us ignore this subjectivity. The responses
to the short-path problem are made without consideration of who the
continuers think they are according to their own chosen similarity
metrics. This undoes the advantage that closest continuer theories
were supposed to have in preserving the dignity of persons.

Argument 6: The built-in subjectivity reply
Actually the force of personal choice is already taken into account
before the theories are applied. Take the second theory, for example.
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Personal identity follows the path of closest continuation unless it is
a short path. Before we can find out what is the path of closest con-
tinuation, we would have to look at the continuers’ own similarity
metrics. These would play an important role in determining who is
the closest continuer. Only then would the second theory be applied
to deal with the short-path problem.

Argument 7: The moral weight objection
Closest continuer theory does not give us an understanding of

persons that can bear the moral weight that the concept of a person
has traditionally borne. Consider, for example, Nozick’s short-path
problem combined with a question of moral guilt. Suppose that
Tomas commits a terrible crime. Later in time when we try to catch
up with Tomas, we find two continuers, Dick and Heraldo. Dick, the
closest continuer, is on a short path of life about to die any day. Her-
aldo, the second-closest continuer, has a longer life ahead. Who
should be punished for the terrible crime? By Nozick’s first theory,
Dick should be punished. By the second and third theories, Heraldo
should be punished. By the fourth theory, there are possibly stages of
Dick and of Heraldo which we might punish. We just have to catch
each at the right time. On the face of it, this is arbitrary and unfair.
Resemblance should not determine guilt.
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The creed of selflessness

P arfit, like Williams but unlike Strawson whom we discussed in
chapters 10 and 11, is a revisionist in metaphysics. He is not

content to describe the way we do think about persons but wishes to
change it. Parfit is, in fact, an iconoclast where traditional concepts of
a person are concerned. His motives for trying to discourage us from
taking ourselves seriously include a moral one; he wants to make peo-
ple realize that selfishness is irrational, even more so than one might
think. Of his strange views about people he says, with typical under-
statement: “Most of us would accept some of the claims that I shall
be denying. I shall thus be arguing that most of us have a false view
about ourselves, and about our actual lives. If we come to see that this
view is false, this may make a difference to our lives.”1 In fact, any
converts to Parfit’s view would have such a radically different self-
conception that their lives would be changed beyond their imagining.

In popular Western representations of Buddhism, the self is
something to be abandoned, excess baggage on the way to enlighten-
ment. In effect, this is Parfit’s view as well. Parfit tries to convince us
that our selves are not what we should care about. Parfit’s argument
is general, opposed not only to Cartesian Egos but to anything like



them—Christian souls, for instance—that would be an indestructi-
ble, unchanging part of a person.

Questions and theses
As I did with Nozick, I will try to convince you that Parfit’s argu-
ments challenge us in interesting ways though, as always, I will hold
out for a stronger representation of Western common sense in our
favoured concept of a person. Parfit says that he will answer these
questions:

1. What is the nature of a person?
2. What is it that makes a person at two different times one and the

same person?
3. What is necessarily involved in the continued existence of each per-

son over time?2

After posing these questions, Parfit says “In answering (2) and (3)
we shall also partly answer (1).”3 Does that mean that he will answer
his second and third questions? In charitable moods, I take him to be
just pointing out the relation between the questions rather than issu-
ing a negotiable promissory note, but I will argue that he certainly
does not pay off any such note. The theory of personal identity in
Parfit’s main work on persons, Reasons and Persons, is circular.4 He aban-
dons the concept of the nature of persons rather than explicating it.
Nonetheless, his views are provocative.

In terms of philosophers whose views were summarized earlier in
this book, Parfit, by his own admission, is updating Locke in opposi-
tion to the followers of Descartes. I see him owing as much to Hume
as to Locke. Recall that Hume looked for himself, found nothing, and
concluded that selves are fiction. Descartes thought that our selves
were indivisible and, hence, indestructible. I will call the view that
there are such indivisible Cartesian Egos the indivisibility thesis. This
indivisibility thesis of Descartes’ is Parfit’s main bête noire. In these
pages I will often speak of Parfit’s opponents as the Cartesians, mean-
ing Descartes’ followers, but anybody who believes we are indivisible
is welcome to be offended by Parfit and, slightly less so, by me.

Parfit defends four main conclusions about people which I put
forward here in brief along with some names by which I will refer to
them:
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1. the divisibility thesis: We are not indivisible Cartesian Egos; rather,
we are complexes of psychological and or physical things which
may be divided.

2. the indeterminacy thesis: We are indeterminate in the sense that the
question, Am I about to die? does not always have a definite answer.

3. the reducibility thesis, or reductionism: It is theoretically possible to
describe all of reality, including the unity of consciousness and the
unity of a whole life, without mentioning people, since people can be
reduced to the various things which make them up as complexes.

4. the fundamental value thesis: Personal identity is not what funda-
mentally matters, but psychological continuity and connectedness
do matter fundamentally. Roughly, whether we survive should not
concern us as much as whether our mind survives.

The last three conclusions are supposed to follow from his first con-
clusion, that we are complexes;5 so I will first consider that view and
its immediate consequences.

Divisibility: People as complexes
Since Parfit denies the existence of any continuing and indivisible
self, soul, or Ego, he holds that people are, instead, made up of psy-
chological and/or physical events. As an empiricist, Parfit thinks the
matter of our divisibility should be judged in the court of experience.
He notes that there is no experience which is generally acknowledged
and is evidence for indivisible selves. If, for instance, people had mem-
ories of earlier lives which could be demonstrated to be genuine
memories, then Parfit would be prepared to reconsider.6

One might think that the obvious rejoinder here is, I do experi-
ence myself! Parfit’s response here is to point out that an indivisible
self or Ego cannot be detectable in the way that changeable objects
are. If an ordinary object is replaced by another object, we may notice
the switch because of the difference in the features of the two objects.
Egos, however, are things without features of that sort. Such features
of people as being happy or being brown-haired, can change, while the
Ego remains. Parfit wonders how we could tell if the Ego was
switched with a different Ego since both could support the same psy-
chological features and both could be associated with a single body.
Parfit attacks all followers of Descartes by using the relay race argu-
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ment. Parfit says that they “accept the possibility described by Locke
and Kant. On their view, the Cartesian Ego that I am might suddenly
cease to exist and be replaced by another Ego. This new Ego might
inherit all of my psychological characteristics, as in a relay race.” The
Ego according to this version of the indivisibility thesis Parfit calls
“the featureless Ego.” He states that: “it is not clear that Cartesians
can avoid this version of their view.”7

On this version of the indivisibility thesis, it seems possible that
one Ego could be replaced by another Ego and no one could notice.
Neither the evidence of introspection nor publicly observable events
would tell us of the change. Being something of an empiricist, Parfit
thinks this makes the unintelligibility of the featureless Ego (perhaps
of any sort of indivisibility thesis) probable, but he is content to rest
his case on the facts.”8 The gauntlet has been flung down. The Carte-
sian must show how it is possible to detect a change of the Ego, soul,
or whatever is the indivisible entity associated with the mind or body.

What is a Cartesian to do in the face of Parfit’s attack? One could
say that the Ego is not featureless. It does, after all, have features like
indivisibility and determinacy. These, however, are not the sort of
thing which we can detect empirically. I can see changes in my body.
Introspectively, I can notice changes in my psychological makeup.
How could I know if the current Ego has left some other body and
mind and entered? This seems to make a change without a difference.
On the other hand, if one gives the Ego features, like consciousness
for example, then it becomes changeable and no longer the indivisible
and indestructible thing which Cartesians want. These remarks apply
equally well to Christian souls or any of the purportedly indivisible
things which guarantee the identity of a person through change.

Cartesians can take some small hope in this, however: Parfit’s two
arguments strain against one another. The reincarnation argument
complains that there is no evidence of egos and the relay race argu-
ment seems to rest on the idea that there could be no evidence of egos
since they are featureless and thereby undetectable. Now suppose that
through hypnotism people were able to get accurate memories of for-
mer lives. If I could, for example, remember where I had hidden treas-
ure in a former life, and such experiences became common, then Parfit
would, by his own lights, accept egos. In that case, it appears that they
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are detectable after all, although the detection is indirect. Egos, the
Cartesian might say, could, at least in theory, become associated with
new bodies, but they would carry memories and other psychological
events with them. The Ego is not the mind, for the mind is change-
able, but where the Ego goes, there goes the mind.

This sort of response would only serve to clarify but not to defeat
Parfit’s objections to the Ego. Parfit could say that there is no way to
tell one Ego from another and hence no way to tell which Ego is drag-
ging a particular mind around. Even if there were excellent evidence
of reincarnation, there would only be inclining reasons to believe in
egos or souls or some such indivisible component of persons with no
guarantee that such indivisibles were not switched from time to time
in an undetectable way. Such a response would show that unde-
tectability is the truly objectionable feature of “featureless” egos
according to empiricists such as Parfit. One need not be a very thor-
oughgoing empiricist to find the possibility of a relay race of egos
rather disturbing. Parfit has at least put the defenders of indivisibil-
ity on the defensive.

Aside from these two arguments against the indivisibility thesis,
Parfit argues that that thesis is too hard to believe since it conflicts
with what we believe about our own continuation through time. This
brings us to indeterminacy.

Indeterminacy: Dead, alive, or maybe
To parody Parfit’s indeterminacy thesis, old people never die, they just
fade away. As the pieces of the complex person are lost, the person
gradually goes out of existence. Parfit argues mainly by presenting
examples to convince us that we believe in our indeterminacy and,
hence, in our divisibility. In other words, by trying to persuade us that
there are situations in which the question, Am I about to die? has no
definite answer, Parfit is trying to convince us as well that we are not
Cartesian Egos. If we were, people would be alive or dead with no
gradual fading away. Cartesian Egos have no parts, so they cannot go
out of existence bit by bit. Parfit, moreover, varies his examples to deal
with purely physical change as well as purely mental change within
persons; so Parfit’s arguments do not depend on a real distinction
between psychological and physical events. In other words, he is, in
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his theory of persons, not presupposing any of the three views—
materialism, dualism, and idealism—discussed in chapter 1.

Parfit uses prominently some science fiction examples, as
philosophers are wont to do. This has the disadvantage of making
philosophy look silly to intelligent lay readers. Even worse, it allows
philosophers to speak of events as if they were logically possible with-
out troubling to describe these events in detail. The minimal descrip-
tion may conceal logical inconsistency. Parfit tries to avoid this charge
by claiming that he uses the examples only to reveal what we believe
about ourselves as persons, not to argue for any conclusion about
what we actually or possibly are. His argument against Cartesian Egos
is that it is too hard to believe Descartes’ view since it requires us to
believe in our determinacy. We are supposed to see this by contem-
plating some science fiction.

The spectra example
His main fiction involves the spectra. The spectra ought not to be
taken to show anything about what is possible. They may show that the
indivisibility thesis is hard to believe. This is, in principle, all they
could show, given Parfit’s admission of the limits of the method of sci-
ence fiction examples.9 The psychological, physical, and combined
spectra examples are cases of the gradual change of a human being.10

Parfit might be (in lurid imagination if not possibility) changed from
the kind of human being he is into one much like Greta Garbo, men-
tally, physically, or both. In a smooth and very gradual spectrum of
change, there is no clear point at which one can say that Parfit is no
more and some other person has come into existence. In other words,
there is no place to draw the line, in the psychological or the physical
spectrum of change, at which Parfit dies. This is taken as showing that
we believe in indeterminacy; we believe, according to Parfit, that there
is not always a definite answer to the question, Am I about to die? The
belief in indeterminacy is inconsistent with the belief in our indivisi-
bility. A Cartesian Ego cannot be gradually changed into something
else since it cannot be changed at all. Change involves division into
parts so that some parts may be hived off and different ones added.

The Cartesian could just bite the bullet here and say to Parfit that
this Greta Garbo-like person is Parfit as long as the Ego remains.
Parfit could reply that this only goes to show that the indivisibility

310

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



thesis is too hard to believe. But Parfit’s own alternative, embracing
indeterminacy and losing oneself via Oriental absorption is, however,
no joy either. Parfit tells me that, if I die and am survived by a replica
which is psychologically continuous and connected with me, I should
view that as about as good—or as bad—as ordinary survival. I am
supposed to be happy that this impostor, a mere replica of me, will
sleep with my lover and write my book. More of this story, which is
Parfit’s teletransportation example, later. The point here is that
Parfit’s main reason for rejecting the indivisibility thesis is that it is
implausible. He then gives us a view which he admits is very hard to
believe.11 This does not seem like progress. Nonetheless we can learn
from Parfit’s explorations.

One thing we learn from such science fiction puzzles whether of
the purely imaginary or the possible variety is that our common con-
ceptions of persons are capable of dealing with persons as we com-
monly find them, not with special cases. Elements of our common
conceptions can, however, provide us with more durable concepts of a
person which will not break down as we approach new scientific facts.
Medical technology is presenting us with puzzles about what we
believe ourselves to be. These puzzles may not be as strange as Parfit’s
cases, but they do stretch our conceptions of ourselves. At this point
I will merely issue another promise to deal with real people and to try
to preserve much of what Parfit abandons. Parfit at least illustrates
some traps we will have to avoid to continue thinking of ourselves as
in some sense indivisible and determinate.

Reductionism: An impersonal universe
Another of the consequences of abandoning the Cartesian way of
thinking of people is that the time-honoured glue that held a person
together, the Ego or the soul, is gone. In particular, Parfit faces the
problems of how one’s consciousness remains a unified whole rather
than a series of disparate events and how one’s life is unified in spite
of the vast differences between different stages of that life.

I will be so bold as to claim that common sense tells us that there
is a unity of the consciousness of each healthy person. Memories,
feelings, desires, and beliefs of which we are conscious may be united
by the ownership of a person who has them. For example, the experi-
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ences I have had are united by their being my experiences. They can be
widely separated in time and extremely different, but they are bundled
together by being one person’s experience. The unification of a per-
son’s whole life is done in similar fashion. What makes my life one
unified life is my ownership of it. I am an entity existing apart from
all that changes in my body and my mind during that life, if I am an
indivisible thing like a Cartesian Ego. My persistence as a conscious-
ness through change and the unity of my whole life are explicable for
those who believe in the indivisibility of persons. The unity is pre-
served through the ownership by the Ego, soul, or whatever else in us
continues indivisible and indestructible through change.

Thinking as he does that these two unities, consciousness and a
whole life, are to be explained without the benefit of our indivisibil-
ity, Parfit thinks that the explanation must lie in the interrelations of
the mental events and their relations to the brain. All this can be
described, he supposes, without reference to the person. There is no
owner of the experiences over and above the set of experiences and the
body. Like Ayer, Parfit embraces what we saw Strawson deride, in
chapter 10, as the no-ownership view. The world, according to Parfit,
can be fully described without referring to persons.12 Persons are ways
of conceiving of some groupings of the furniture of the universe but
not themselves pieces of that furniture. Similarly, we could refer to
Granny’s living-room furniture as some kind of unified whole. At
auction, however, the same pieces would just be the red plush sofa
(Oh where are its doilies now?), the ottoman, and the overstuffed
chair. They could be described well enough without mentioning either
Granny or her living room, bitter though the thought may be. “Per-
son,” as used by Parfit, seems to refer, conventionally, to a series of
mental and physical events which we group together for convenience
but need not have grouped together at all.

On the other hand, in the same breath as denying that we are enti-
ties existing separately from our bodies, actions, and mental events,
Parfit asserts that “a person is an entity that is distinct from his brain
or body, and his various experiences. A person is an entity that has a
brain and body.”13 It seems that “distinct” does not mean “separate”
here. While a person may be inseparable from one’s experiences, it is
wrong to say a person is identical to one’s experiences. Parfit elaborates:
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“A reductionist can admit that…a person is what has experiences or
the subject of experiences. This is true because of the way in which
we talk. What a reductionist denies is that the subject of experiences
is a separately existing entity distinct from a brain and body, and a
series of physical and mental events.”14 The crucial thing here is that
people are a function of the way we talk. Conventions—not souls,
Egos, or other separately existing entities—make people. Parfit’s
people are just handy shopping bags into which we put a series of
events, but the events are distinct from the bags. We could have pack-
aged these events differently.15 Note, we could not package one series
of events as two different people, but we could package it either as a
person or in some impersonal way.

This reductionism which I have earlier referred to as impersonal-
ism, the assertion that the universe is describable without reference to
people, is the opposite of Strawson’s view, in chapter 10, and to
common sense. It is explicitly revisionist metaphysics, an attempt to
change what we believe ourselves to be.16 The opposition to common
sense is not, however, total. Parfit is trying to get rid of such ghostly
items as souls or egos while retaining the common sense idea of the
person as distinct from the person’s experiences. This is a good idea,
which I will try to preserve and elaborate in a way different from
Parfit’s when I come to my own theory of persons. For now, I want to
explore some other interesting claims of Parfit’s concerning what we
should care about.

Fundamental value: People do not count
The value we attach to ourselves should, by Parfit’s lights, be attached
rather to a series of psychological events. We care too much about the
shopping bag and should concern ourselves about certain of the con-
tents. To illustrate his departure from common sense, Parfit tells a
science fiction story. Parfit uses the story of teletransportation to
look into what we believe about ourselves and what we care about. It
is also his vehicle for answering the sorts of questions which we have
seen Nozick fretting over in the previous chapter with thought exper-
iments concerning the overlap of people on duplication of a person.
Recall the metaphor of a river which is split into two streams, the
shorter of which is most similar to the original river. Nozick would
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consider the less similar but longer of the two streams the continua-
tion of the river. So, hang onto your hat, here is a synopsis of Parfit’s
story17 of a person dividing as a river might divide.

The teletransportation example
Imagine Georges is living in a future century when people routinely
travel from one planet to another by teletransportation. Typically,
people step into a scanner, on earth perhaps, press a button, and lose
consciousness. After what seems like a moment, they awake in a repli-
cator on, say, Mars. The scanner on earth destroys the body, includ-
ing the brain, while recording the exact states of all the cells. This
recorded information is transmitted to the replicator on Mars, which
then produces from new matter a body exactly alike in every detail.
This is teletransportation, which some consider to be a form of travel.

One day Georges steps into a brand new scanner on earth and
pushes the button, but does not lose consciousness. Georges is then
told that the new scanner does not destroy the body on earth but
merely replicates it on Mars. Unfortunately, the new scanner is defec-
tive and has damaged Georges heart. Georges will die in a few days,
but his replica on Mars is healthy.

In Nozick’s terms from the previous chapter, the earthly Georges
is the closest continuer of the person who stepped into the scanner
on earth, but the next closest continuer is to be much longer lived.
This is a case of Parfit’s overlap in which personal identity follows
not the path of closest continuation—since this is such a short
path—but jumps to the replica on Mars. But Parfit does not accept
Nozick’s theory. The earthly Georges might have some difficulty
thinking that the person on Mars is the real Georges. As Parfit points
out, when Georges has his heart attack on earth thanks to the damage
done by the scanner, his exact replica on Mars will feel no physical
pain.18 The replica, however similar to the person who stepped into
the scanner, is not Georges.

Parfit’s reasons for thinking the replica is not the same person as
Georges are unclear, as we shall see in the coming discussion of personal
identity. Now, however, I am interested not so much in his acceptance
of the common sense opinion that the replica is a different person, but
in his claims about how one ought to think about dying and being sur-
vived by a replica. He claims that this is about as good as ordinary survival.19
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What is fundamentally valuable about you will survive. While Parfit’s
views on who is who seem ordinary enough as contrasted with Nozick’s,
his views on what is fundamentally valuable seem skewed. Surely, even
if Georges is very unselfish, it should be little consolation to him that
he is to be replaced by someone who will take over his life. If this replica
is someone who will take over, for instance, his love life, it would be
understandable if he felt a jealous rage against the impostor.

This is one of those instances in which we see the force of Parfit’s
general comments on his theory: “I believe that most of us have false
beliefs about our own nature, and our identity over time, and that,
when we see the truth, we ought to change some of our beliefs about
what we have reason to do.”20 To persuade us that we should feel not
rage but relief at the existence of the replica, Parfit argues that accept-
ance of divisibility and reducibility of people makes the question of
who is who much less important.21 Since there is no soul or Ego, say-
ing that we are the same persons whom our mothers cradled in their
arms at age one, is merely saying something about relations between
experiences in a human life. Rather than fretting about the way in
which one experience led to another, Parfit would have us concern
ourselves with the quality of the experiences. Whose experiences they
are is merely a question of the way in which experiences are connected
but not as important as what kind of experiences they are.

I think that the idea behind this argument is that our relations to
our future selves are no stronger than our relations to other people
existing with us now in so far as the production of value is concerned.
If we love somebody right now, that relationship is much more impor-
tant than the relationship we have to our future self—perhaps some
senile senior with whom we, now, have very little in common. Should
we care more about that senior than others around us now? If we can
use our resources to make others happy now, this would be, from my
interpretation of Parfit, far more rational than hoarding them up to
provide for that future senior. Indeed, if Parfit is right about people,
the truth will set us free by breaking down the walls of our irrational
selfishness.

Saints are unconcerned about themselves and concerned about
others. That is not, however, what Parfit thinks is rational. To be con-
cerned about others is to be concerned about people. A person,
whether oneself or another, is not a proper object for moral concern.
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Persons are, after all, merely conventional groupings of events. What
is fundamentally valuable is the experience of persons. As a utilitarian
in moral theory, Parfit is concerned with maximizing happiness;
whose happinesses increases is not of great moment. Utilitarians are
routinely criticized for insufficiently valuing individual people in
their attempt to get the greatest happiness for the group. Parfit
thinks that the utilitarian moral position becomes less implausible
when we understand that people are not what counts.22

Personal identity: Who’s who

To see better why he and other people are of little concern to Parfit,
we must consider Parfit’s views on personal identity—that is, on the
question of what makes a person at two different times one and the
same person. Since a person is a complex of things rather than a
Cartesian Ego, personal identity must depend, for Parfit, on relation-
ships among the things in the complex.

The circular criterion of identity
Parfit sums up his view on personal identity as follows: “Our exis-
tence just involves the existence of our brains and bodies, and the
doing of our deeds, and the thinking of our thoughts, and the occur-
rence of certain other physical and mental events. Our identity over
time just involves (a) Relation R – psychological connectedness
and/or psychological continuity, with the right kind of cause, pro-
vided (b) that there is no different person who is R-related to us as
we once were.”23 More simply put, each person is just a river of
events. Some of these events are mental events joined together by an
unclearly specified kind of link which Parfit is calling Relation R.
Examples of the events in the river could include instances of think-
ing, remembering, dreaming, emoting, and so on. Parfit says that this
river must have the right kind of cause, meaning it cannot be artifi-
cially produced, I suppose. So much for part (a), now let us see what
happens in Parfit’s part (b) in the foregoing quotation.

In part (b) of his identity criterion Parfit wants to rule out a fork
in the river so that two different people in the present cannot turn
out to be identical to one past person.24 This seems reasonable
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enough, but part (b) makes Parfit’s criterion of personal identity a
circular criterion. We must use part (a) plus part (b) to tell when we
have a different person. Part (b), however, relies on difference of per-
sons. Parfit’s criterion seems to depend on itself.

All in all, this is not too propitious a beginning. In much earlier
work Parfit gave a version of the identity criterion which was not cir-
cular, since it did not include the word “different”; that version will
not work unless we understand it to include implicitly the word “dif-
ferent.”25

What Parfit may be trying unsuccessfully to do here with his
rough criterion of identity is to define identity in terms of R without
running into Williams’ reduplication problem (see chapter 11). If
people can be copied, then criterion (a) is not enough to guarantee
personal identity. Parfit thinks duplication of R—roughly, duplica-
tion of consciousness of a person—is possible. (His reasons for
believing in this possibility will emerge later.) He adds criterion (b)
to rule out problems which might arise if people were copied or their
conscious states were copied. Roughly, he does not want someone’s
consciousness splitting into two streams to make two people identi-
cal to the one whose consciousness split. Part (b) says that if the river
splits, identity is lost.

Another feature of Parfit’s identity criterion, part (a) plus part
(b), which needs clarification is the Relation R itself. Parfit does not
try to give any precise definition of its components, psychological
continuity, and connectedness. He does say this: “Psychological connect-
edness is the holding of particular direct psychological connec-
tions.…Psychological continuity is the holding of overlapping chains of
strong connectedness.”26 The psychological connections which Parfit
uses as examples are memories, beliefs and desires, but he allows “any
other psychological feature” to qualify.27 This gives us only the weak-
est grasp on what R is. That is less of a problem if Parfit is not really
concerned to give a precise definition of identity, but it is a bit odd
in so far as Parfit holds that R itself is what we should care about
instead of caring about our personal identity. As we saw in the last
section, people are not what count; their experience is what Parfit
holds to be fundamentally valuable. R is what holds experiences
together in a sequence. Parfit, moreover, sometimes speaks not of
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experience but says that R, however it is caused, is what is fundamen-
tally valuable. I can understand a utilitarian caring about the quality
of experiences, but I am not sure why it should be so important that
experiences be connected or why the relationship connecting them
should be glorified. Indeed, if I am willing to give up on my contin-
uation as a person in favour of the continuation of my mind in some
other person, why should I not take a further step and say that any
continuity is unimportant. I should only desire that experiences sim-
ilar to my best experiences be had by me or others. Admittedly, for
certain experiences, like writing the book Parfit was writing when he
made these claims, continuity is needed.

Parfit’s attempt to revise Locke is probably what drives him to use
R as the all-important part of persons. Locke, whose views were dis-
cussed in chapter 5, told us that memory held a person together over
time. Parfit wants to broaden this to include any psychological fea-
tures which connect persons from moment to moment. He also wants
to allow for loss of memories, beliefs, and desires by a person. As long
as there are overlaps of my memories, I can be said to have continu-
ous memory even though I do not remember what I did when I was
ten years old. I do remember what I did when I was twenty and, when
I was twenty, I remembered what I did when I was ten. This is enough
for continuity of memory and continuity of the person, according to
Parfit.

Parfit seems to be trying to avoid Reid’s brave officer counter-
example to Locke in which the officer has memories of his boyhood
which he loses by the time he becomes a general (see chapter 6). The
problem for a memory criterion of identity, for Reid, is that the boy
and the general are both identical to the officer while the general is
not identical to the boy. On Parfit’s view, they are one person because
overlapping connections are enough to do the job of maintaining a
person’s identity as long as there is only one stream of such connected
events with no forks.

To fully reveal Parfit’s picture of R it remains to be said what
makes connectedness strong. To say I am R-related to some person
yesterday is to say I have enough psychological connections with that
person, for example, enough shared beliefs, desires, and memories.
Parfit elaborates: “Since connectedness is a matter of degree, we can-
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not plausibly define precisely what counts as enough. But we can
claim that there is enough connectedness if the number of connec-
tions, over any day, is at least half the number of direct connections that
hold over every day, in the lives of nearly every actual person. When
there are enough direct connections, there is what I call strong connect-
edness.”28 This is confusing and seems confused. The term “direct” is
left vague. Worse, being a matter of degree is not related to impreci-
sion as Parfit supposes. Support for a bill in the House of Commons
is a matter of degree, but we can still precisely define enough support
for a bill to pass. Parfit does, in spite of his disavowal, define “enough
connectedness” by drawing a line at a certain degree of connectedness.
I suppose he means to say that there is no non-arbitrary line to draw.
To add to the lack of clarity, we are left unsure about what the con-
nections are. Memories are the most obvious candidates. We are left
unsure about what it is that Parfit thinks we should care about and
what personal identity is, in his view. Both depend on R.

Let me try, a little more sympathetically, to see what Parfit prob-
ably thinks of as the same person. Perhaps Parfit should be saying,
first, that if the body and the psychological states of a person, Tomas,
are strongly connected to the body and the psychological states of a
person, Dick, then Tomas is Dick. It does not work the other way
around, though. That Tomas is Dick does not guarantee that Tomas
is strongly connected to Dick. Second, he could mean that, if you are
one in a series of people, each of whom is strongly connected to the
preceding member of the series, then you are identical to all the peo-
ple in the series, as long as the series does not split into two series.
For example, if Tomas is strongly connected only to Dick, and Dick
is strongly connected only to Heraldo, then Tomas, Dick, and Her-
aldo are all stages of one person—even if Heraldo is not strongly con-
nected to Tomas. Thus I am the same person whom my mother held
in her arms when I was two. I am not strongly connected to that per-
son, but I am part of an appropriate stream of people—better, an
appropriate river of psychological and bodily events—running from
that gurgling two-year-old to me. As a reductionist, Parfit could just
talk about the events in the river without mentioning people. The
concept of a person is just a useful way of talking about a continu-
ous, non-forking river of events of a certain kind.
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Recall the questions Parfit seemed to promise to answer:

1. What is the nature of a person?
2. What is it that makes a person at two different times one and the

same person?
3. What is necessarily involved in the continued existence of each per-

son over time?

Parfit claims that an answer to the second and third questions will
partly clarify the nature of persons, since “to be a person, a being
must be self-conscious, aware of its identity and its continued exis-
tence over time.”29 The first question is answered by saying we are
complexes. The second and third questions were answered roughly in
terms of continuity of a river of experiences and bodily events. This
tells us something about what kind of complexes we are, and what it
would be to be aware of ourselves, not as egos but as a series of related
events passing through time. To really get a grip on Parfit’s answer to
the second and third questions, we would have to have a definition of
“direct connection,” and we would have to have some understanding
of a series of events which do not split and which do not depend on
the identity of persons for its explication.

Cartesians and other believers in souls or Egos would, in any case,
think Parfit has thrown out the baby with the bathwater. In a sense he
would agree, for the baby was a fiction in his view. The answer to the
second question shows that personal identity is a rather trivial mat-
ter. In fact, I think he is just trying to say enough about personal
identity and the nature of persons to show us that in such concepts
we will not find what really matters to us. I think of Parfit as saying
that R is what matters in our futures and, if it turns out that one can
only be R-related to one person, then identity matters, since it always
accompanies R. Perry, who agrees with Parfit in large measure, puts
the point by saying that the importance of identity is derivative.30 We
only should care about identity because R normally goes with it.

Although Parfit promises to give a criterion of personal identity,
and does give a bad one, he also denies that he is offering a criterion
of identity at all. He says he is a reductionist and that reductionists
should not bother with offering such criteria, for personal identity is
not what matters to them. In the particular context of this denial
Parfit may mean that it is not important for reductionists to decide
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among materialism, dualism, and idealism as they interpret Relation
R; thus they need not say what kind of thing—a body, a mind, or
both—must survive for identity to be maintained.31 In any case,
Parfit appears to agree with Strawson’s comment that personal iden-
tity is a problem of relatively minor significance.32 Whatever Parfit
intends, it seems to me that we need to know more fully what per-
sonal identity is before we dismiss its importance. We also need to
know an awful lot more about R before we take it seriously as the fun-
damentally valuable thing about us. A little more about R can be
gleaned from Parfit’s real-world examples.

Parfit in the real world
Parfit, sensitive to the charge that too much rests on dubious thought
experiments, seeks confirmation of his views in the findings of psy-
chological research on commissurotomy patients and then extends
this confirmation to more science fiction examples of brain bisection
and brain transplanting. Parfit’s argument is predicated on the idea
that commissurotomy results, or may result, in a divided conscious-
ness. “What is a fact must be possible,” he asserts, “And it is a fact
that people with disconnected hemispheres have two separate streams
of consciousness—two series of thoughts and experiences, in having
each of which they are unaware of having the other.”33

Commissurotomy is an operation on the brain which does not
split the brain in half as is done in science fiction examples of brain
bisection. Links between the two hemispheres of the cortex (the
upper brain) are cut, but the lower brain is not disturbed. This lower
brain is completely indispensable to psychological functions.
Philosophers should be more cautious than Parfit in making pro-
nouncements about what actually happens to the consciousness of a
person after commisurotomy. The empirical evidence, which is diffi-
cult to interpret, has led Trevarthen, a psychologist and psycho-biol-
ogist, to comment: “The tests of Zaidel and Sperry have shown that
both hemispheres of commissurotomy patients have awareness of
themselves as persons and a strong sense of the social and political
values, or meaning, of pictures or objects.”34 It is a testimony, how-
ever, to the difficulties in the interpretation of this evidence that the
same psychologist says, a few paragraphs later: “It does not appear
necessary to imagine the ‘self,’ which has to maintain a unity, is
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destroyed when the forebrain commissures are cut, although some of
its activities and memories are depleted after the operation.”35

While it may seem very odd to speak of each hemisphere as being
aware of itself as a person while there is but one self, one can remove
the apparent paradox. Happily for Parfit, the means of removal is
incompatible with the Cartesian view of persons. It seems that in such
patients consciousness is not unified. That should not, however, be so
surprising as it is not unified in people without commisurotomies
either. The unity of consciousness, which the Cartesian explains by
the mysterious Ego and Parfit explains by means of the mysterious
Relation R, needs no explanation. It is a myth.

Before I go on to myth bashing, you may have noticed that I have
attributed to Parfit views which are at odds with each other, namely, that
the unity of consciousness is to be explained by the relations among
experiences and that consciousness is not necessarily unified.36 Perhaps
he thinks that unity of consciousness is the norm—and that needs
explaining, while exotic cases like commisurotomy examples show that
there are exceptions to the norm. In fact, there are mundane cases of
disunity of consciousness in totally normal people. Indeed, com-
misurotomy patients usually behave normally. I do not wish to defend
the Cartesians against Parfit, but to point out that he brings out many
dubious cases of unnecessary ammunition to fire at Descartes.

Parfit thinks that showing that the division of consciousness is
logically possible shows that the Cartesians are wrong about our indi-
visibility: “This is one of the points at which it matters whether my
imagined case is possible. If we could briefly divide our minds, this
casts doubt on the view that psychological unity is explained by own-
ership.”37 Parfit imagines a commissurotomy patient who is capable
of dividing his consciousness at will and working on two different
problems in these two streams of consciousness. If this is possible,
then Parfit believes he has some evidence against the view that we are
each indivisible subjects of experience uniting our experience as ours.
This view would entail, implausibly, that Parfit’s commissurotomy
patient is two people in one body, by a psychological criterion of per-
sonal identity. Parfit himself avoids this only by means of the circu-
larity of his criterion, which was discussed earlier.
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Wilkes’s extended discussion of disunity of consciousness shows
that the real-life cases are less dramatic and less clear-cut than Parfit
supposes.38 Wilkes points out that, for commissurotomy patients,
“[t]he disunity holds against a background of 99 per cent unity. It is
not far-reaching, does not consistently disrupt ordinary purposive
action, tends to affect only the level of consciousness, and is avoided
whenever possible.”39 Wilkes also is convincing on the point that
exotic cases, such as that of commissurotomy patients, are not needed
to illustrate disunity of consciousness.40

Imagine Grace driving a good friend to work on a route she takes
routinely. Grace has an animated conversation with the friend with
one part of her consciousness, while another part takes care of the
driving. At the end of the drive she might remember only the conver-
sation, although she exercised appropriate caution and reacted to var-
ious traffic events along the way. This would not make Grace a special
case for philosophical explanation, nor should we think this of the
commissurotomy patient. Even if the disunity is more dramatic in
some cases of commissurotomy, not much philosophical hay can be
made from this. A similar lack of hay is evident in the other real-world
examples Parfit uses, but I shall content myself with his commissuro-
tomy case as illustrative of the problems besetting such examples.

What hay can be made, Plato baled long ago. As we saw in chap-
ter 3, people have a complex sort of consciousness, not an indivisible,
unified whole. This is grist for Parfit’s mill, but it does not ensure the
logical possibility of all sorts of weird and wonderful science fic-
tion.41 Indeed, there is no need for it. Consciousness is clearly com-
plex. This does not entirely defeat Cartesians, of course. The
Cartesian can say that the consciousness is the changing part of the
person while the immutable Ego owns this consciousness or even
these consciousnesses if there are several in one person. In other
words, the Ego is not the consciousness, but what has the conscious-
ness, divided though the consciousness may be into various streams.

If Cartesians say this, however, then Egos seem not really con-
scious of themselves. Consciousness is of thoughts, feelings, and
other things with detectable features. Egos cannot even detect them-
selves, since they do not have any properties which are detectable by
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consciousness. This would just bring us back to the argument dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter that there is nothing to prevent an unde-
tectable relay race of Egos through a human being. Each Ego in turn
would support the same stream of consciousness in the same body.

What about Daphne?
If Daphne is a person at all, according to Parfit, she is a different per-
son from one hour to the next. Her short-term memory has long been
dysfunctional. Her cognitive ability seems to be like that of an infant.
Psychological continuity and connectedness, which Parfit thinks are
crucial, are just what she has lost. Even if Parfit were willing to enter-
tain concepts of a person through which Daphne survived the ravages
of her illness, he would say that she lost what matters. Daphne was
certainly of the same opinion prior to her descent into dementia. She
did not wish to have her body live in that state.

Parfit’s consideration of the spectra is particularly apt for
Daphne. There are spectra of change, physical and psychological,
beginning with Daphne the brilliant philosopher, a healthy vibrant
woman, and ending with Daphne ten months later infantile in mind
and nearly so in body. Parfit would say that this is a perfect example
of a person’s indeterminacy. It is not clear when Daphne, the philoso-
pher, ceased to be. Different elements of the complex that was
Daphne faded away at different rates. In any case, by Parfit’s lights,
what happened to Daphne in the first few months of this terrible
period was the equivalent of ordinary death, although the exact point
of death could not be determined.

What I like about Parfit
It is good that Parfit reminds us of our complexity. Parfit has at least
undermined Cartesians and others who support the indivisibility,
determinacy, and irreducibility of persons. We may wish to retain
some version of these properties for ourselves, but probably not the
ones Descartes had in mind. While I share some of Wilkes’s concerns
about Parfit’s examples, they may, nonetheless, serve to prod us into
re-examining our beliefs about ourselves. Parfit, in throwing out the
baby with the bathwater, has shown us what sort of baby we are seek-
ing, and it is not a Cartesian Ego.
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Parfit has also given us some serious challenges concerning the
clarification of our ways of valuing ourselves. I cannot, however,
accept all of Parfit’s views about what should matter most to us. Psy-
chological continuity may be important to an intellectual, but much
less so to an athlete. Parfit, like Aquinas, has elevated intellect to too
high a pedestal. Views of the person based on the body have some-
thing to offer which Parfit neglects. Like Locke he is overvaluing psy-
chological continuity, as philosophers such as Wiggins, Williams, and
Wilkes would remind him. Nonetheless, there is some merit in con-
sidering later stages of ourselves less important to us now than other
people at present might be. I should not, for instance, value my own
comfort in retirement as highly as the present comfort of those I love.
It is hard to argue with the need for some sort of war on selfishness.
Nonetheless, as Parfit conducts it, the casualties are too high.

Parfit also encourages us in other ways to be here now. My later
self might concern me less than my present self, especially if I think
I will become very different from the person I am now. In anticipation
of a diminution of my faculties, should I not spend my resources on
the stage of my life when I am most capable of appreciating the
results of such expenditures? Again Parfit pushes us to the limit, and
we may not all wish to join him there. In any case, we are challenged
to say why we should value later stages of ourselves as much as we
appear to do.

Parfit has tried to convince us, in effect, that persons are not
nearly as long-lived as the associated human beings. Since psycholog-
ical continuity and connectedness are more fragile than their physical
cousins, a human being may house a series of persons. There is some-
thing right about this, but it goes too far, as with most of Parfit’s the-
ses. Again we are challenged to come up with a concept of a person
which allows personal identity to be a little more robust than in
Parfit’s view without making it implausible at the other extreme. It
may be implausible to say that a zygote is the same person as the adult
who later develops from it, but must we join Parfit in making people
so volatile that they do not last from one stage of an adult to the
next?

We should, perhaps, be somewhat revisionist, replacing the
implausible views we have. We should not, however, replace them with
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outrageous views which only a philosopher could love. I accept
Parfit’s objection to the Cartesian view that it is hard to believe. Let
us apply the same objection to Parfit and move on. What is plausible
in Parfit’s view will surface again in the roundup of ideas when I offer
a new theory of persons.

Content questions

1. Is Parfit a revisionist (like Williams) or a descriptivist in meta-
physics?

2. What questions about persons does he set himself?
3. Does he answer these? Explain your reply.
4. What are his four main theses with regard to persons?
5. What evidence would Parfit consider against the divisibility

thesis?
6. What is the relation between the indeterminacy thesis and 

the divisibility thesis?
7. What may the examples of spectra of change show and what do

they not show?
8. As a reductionist, to what does Parfit reduce persons?
9. Since “persons” do not have fundamental value in Parfit’s view,

what does?
10. Why is Parfit’s criterion of personal identity circular?
11. Why does Parfit think that the example of two apparent streams

of consciousness in one commissurotomy patient is important?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The reincarnation argument
Following Parfit we can argue that persons are divisible by pointing
out the lack of evidence for indivisible persons. If persons were indi-
visible, then they could be transferred from one body to another, or
reincarnated. Reincarnated persons could remember their past lives
and demonstrate that they did certain actions in the past. If we use
the same standards that we use to have a living person prove she has
done something, we find that supposedly reincarnated persons come
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up with no convincing proof. Until we have strong evidence for indi-
visibility—such as strong evidence of reincarnation—we should
believe that persons are divisible.

Argument 2: An objection by distinguishing the 
Ego from the consciousness

For Cartesians, the Ego is not the consciousness but what has the
consciousness of a person. The Ego could be transferred from one
body to another without bringing the consciousness along. Strong
evidence of the sort Parfit seeks should not convince us that the Ego
has been reincarnated but only that the consciousness has continued
from one body to another.

Argument 3: An objection to Parfit’s empiricism
Parfit will not find empirical evidence for the Ego because it is not
empirically known. It is known, as Descartes taught, by intuition. It
is known each time any of us thinks or utters, I exist.

Argument 4: The relay race argument
Locke, Kant, and Parfit use this argument, in some form. Suppose the
Ego is featureless. Then it could be interchanged with another Ego to
support consciousness or Relation R or whatever without anybody
noticing. There would be no feature of the new Ego to distinguish it
from the old Ego. Indeed, the Ego currently supporting a person could
be one in a series of egos that passes off the person as in a relay race.
This makes the concept of an Ego appear rather silly. We should not
accept the existence of indivisible egos underlying the person but stick
with what we know, complexes of bodily and psychological features.

Argument 5: An objection to the relay race method
Our inability to rule out strange possibilities is no argument against
a thing’s existence. A completely similar body, for instance, could
replace a human body and nobody would notice. Just because we can-
not rule out this strange possibility, we should not suppose that the
body does not exist.
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Argument 6: An objection to the consistency of the 
relay race and reincarnation arguments

The reincarnation argument seems to say there could be evidence of
indivisible egos and complains that there is none. The relay race argu-
ment seems to rest on the premise that there could never be any evidence
of the presence or absence of egos. Parfit cannot have it both ways.

Argument 7: The spectra arguments
We can imagine people changing along a continual spectrum of grad-
ual change physically. We can imagine the same mentally. Parfit, for
instance, can, in our imaginations, gradually change into someone like
the former movie actress Greta Garbo. There is no determinate point
at which Parfit would cease to be Parfit and begin to be Garbo. This
shows that we believe ourselves to be indeterminate. We should, there-
fore, also believe ourselves to be divisible. After all, an indivisible
thing would be determinate.

Argument 8: The non-identity objection to 
the spectra argument

We can imagine many things that are not logically possible. As Parfit
recognizes, this argument at most shows that we may have some
beliefs. If one really imagines this case, one might be imagining an
Ego changing all of its detectable properties. It would not be the per-
son’s essence, the Ego, that is indeterminate in this case, but the per-
son’s accidental properties that are indeterminate. Nobody doubts
that sameness of consciousness and sameness of body are both diffi-
cult in this way. That is why we need the Ego to preserve the conti-
nuity of the person through bodily and psychological changes. Parfit
gives us no reason to conclude that we should believe ourselves to be
divisible. He merely forgets that the indeterminate consciousness is
not identical to the determinate ego.

Argument 9: The teletransportation argument
We can imagine our bodies being destroyed and replicated else-
where—as in teletransportation stories—with the same psychological
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characteristics. This would be about as good as ordinary survival in
which one’s body is continuous with one’s past body. We should not,
therefore, be concerned about personal identity but about the contin-
uation of our psychological characteristics. It is Relation R, psycho-
logical continuity, and connectedness, that have value, not the person.

Argument 10: A counter-example to a premise 
of the teletransportation argument

A destruction and replication process through teletransportation is
not about as good as ordinary survival. Suppose industrious Trish has
an identical but lazy twin, Chris. Trish and Chris are out hiking and
Trish is buried in a mudslide. Chris is mad with guilt at her failure to
rescue Trish and becomes convinced that she is Trish. Chris takes over
Trish’s life and acts as though Chris has died. Now even if Chris is a
great actor and perfectly replicates Trish, that would not be, for Trish,
about as good as ordinary survival. Now an impostor is taking credit
for Trish’s achievements, taking the affection of Trish’s family, and
displacing the grief at Trish’s passing. Even if Chris carries out
Trish’s projects and stands well in Trish’s relationships, this would
not be at all good for Trish. Trish would be gone but not missed.

Argument 11: The circularity objection to 
Parfit’s criterion of identity

Part (b) of Parfit’s criterion is that there is no different person who
is R-related to us as we once were.42 In the context of the whole cri-
terion this says that nobody who is non-identical to a person is iden-
tical to that person merely by continuing that person psychologically.
It presupposes that we already have a definition of personal identity
before we define personal identity.

Argument 12: The commissurotomy argument
Once there were operations (commissurotomies) in which the entire
commissure that joins the two hemispheres of the cerebral cortex of
the human brain is cut through. This cut off communication between
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the two halves of the upper brain. There were some peculiar results,
but these were rare. The Cartesians are wrong about our indivisibility.
Persons with commissurotomies have a divided consciousness. If
there were an indivisible Ego supporting consciousness, this would
not occur. Therefore, there is no indivisible Ego.

Argument 13: The non-identity reply to 
the commissurotomy argument

The Ego is not the consciousness. The indivisible Ego supports the
divisible consciousness and could, possibly, support more than one
consciousness at a time. Parfit’s example presents no problem for the
indivisibility thesis.

Argument 14: The unity of consciousness myth reply
The unity of consciousness that Parfit wishes to explain by Relation
R rather than an Ego is a myth. In ordinary people, never mind com-
missurotomy patients, there can be more than one stream of con-
sciousness during a given time period. The two halves of our upper
brain can think independently at times.

Argument 15: The river analogy reply
The consciousness may divide and rejoin itself much as a river does
when it flows around an island. An island does not create two rivers,
and a division of consciousness does not create two streams of con-
sciousness. The divided consciousness remains one by its past and
future connections.
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The Nagelian 

Perspective

CHAPTER 14

Notes to chapter 14 are on p. 491-92.
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Persons from inside, outside, and no side

Thomas Nagel thinks that Parfit and others, in trying to be objec-
tive, leave out something crucial about people, namely, their sub-

jective viewpoint. We have been trained by many generations of
philosophers and scientists to distinguish between mere appearance
and reality. The way things appear, from a subjective point of view, is
not necessarily the way things are, objectively. In The View from Nowhere,
Nagel sets himself the task of combining the subjective perspective of
a particular person inside the world with an objective view of that
same world.1

The objective view is emphasized by most writers on the contem-
porary analytic philosophical scene to the exclusion of the subjective
viewpoint. The pundits Nagel opposes would suppose that, even if
one is subjectively aware of what is real, the same reality could be
viewed objectively—indeed, the objective view would be superior. The
underlying assumption is this: that there is in a subjective view of
reality nothing different in kind from that which is observable objec-
tively.2 Against this claim, Nagel maintains the irreducibly subjective
character of people’s minds.3 He thinks that objectivity is a valuable
method of understanding the world but is overrated by those who



think it is complete in the absence of the subjective viewpoint.4 Peo-
ple cannot be understood in a purely objective way.

The incompleteness of the objective perspective
Parfit, as we saw in the last chapter, believes in reductionism, the view
that one could describe the universe completely from an objective
point of view without mentioning people at all. The opposition, how-
ever, between Nagel and Parfit is not as clear-cut as this would sug-
gest, since Nagel holds as well that the difference between subjectivity
and objectivity is a matter of degree: “A standpoint that is objective
by comparison with the personal view of one individual may be sub-
jective by comparison with a theoretical standpoint still farther
out.…We may think of reality as a set of concentric spheres, progres-
sively revealed as we detach gradually from the contingencies of the
self.”5 In spite of this fading of subjectivity into objectivity, people
and their points of view are ineliminable elements of Nagel’s world,
while people are just series of objectively describable events in Parfit’s
view.

Objectivity as method
To get a preliminary grasp on Nagel’s distinction of objective from
subjective viewpoints, it is useful to reflect on some simple experi-
ences of reality which people have. Suppose Patrick and Desmond are
measuring the size of an object, say, a cube of metal. We expect them
both to come up with the same measurements for the height, width,
and length of the cube. If, however, one of them describes the cube as
grey and the other calls it blue-grey, we are not surprised. Colour is
unlike size.

An example which Nagel develops to explicate the objective/sub-
jective distinction concerns such differences as the one we just
noticed regarding size and colour.6 The distinction of primary quali-
ties of objects from secondary qualities has been used to explain the
difference of colour from size. The primary or objective qualities of
objects are supposed to be the properties they actually have inde-
pendent of the perceiving subject, while secondary qualities are the
powers of objects to evoke a certain experience in a subject of experi-
ences such as you or me. Size is supposedly a primary quality while
colour is a secondary quality. We can, however, take this time-hon-
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oured objective conception in which size is a property not relative to
the observing subject and create new explanations in which size is no
longer a primary quality. In Einstein’s relativity theory, objects are not
absolutely equal or unequal in size but only so with respect to a frame
of reference. Einstein moves us out to a larger sphere of objectivity.7

From the new perspective which Einstein fashioned we can
explain why, from the former perspective, we took size to be a primary
quality. Size appears objective locally but, at extreme speeds and dis-
tances, depends on the observing subject. As we move from the way
Galileo might have viewed size and colour to the way Einstein viewed
them, we move from one of Nagel’s concentric spheres of objectivity
to another. We detach ourselves further from the contingencies of the
self, for we now see things post-Einstein from a perspective which is
not limited by the speed at which and distances over which our poor
little bodies can travel.

If we now go back toward the centre of the concentric spheres and
temporarily accept again the former primary/secondary distinction,
we can see how, from Galileo’s perspective, colour is not an objective
or primary quality, although it seemed to be so in the smaller sphere
of objectivity from which Galileo made his expansion. Colour seems
like a primary quality of things until we notice that some people have
different colour perceptions from the majority. These examples show
us that, in thinking both colour and size are objective, we are in a
smaller sphere than when we move to thinking colour is secondary in
Galileo’s sphere. This expands farther to Einstein’s sphere in, which
both size and colour are seen to be secondary.

Objectivity is, according to Nagel, merely a method of gradual
detachment from the subjective point of view, and that is why the dif-
ference between the objective and the subjective is merely a matter of
degree. Galileo is more objective than his predecessors and less objec-
tive than later scientists. One might wonder if it is possible to find
some all-inclusive, absolute sphere of objectivity which would get us
past any subjective elements in our thought.

Subjectivity is, however, incompletely reconcilable with objectiv-
ity, and objectivity is always limited, as Nagel sees it.8 Our concepts
become more objective by taking former objective conceptions
together with an understanding of ourselves and putting the two
together. The new conception explains how we had the former, given
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our subjective outlook.9 The two perspectives are thus inextricably
intertwined. Even the objective method has people’s subjectivity at its
core in Nagel’s account of the matter.

False reductions of the subjective
Consider, now, in light of Nagel’s opinion on the nature of subjectiv-
ity and objectivity, the reductionist thesis Parfit has presented. This
is probably a case of what Nagel would call a false objectification or
false reduction which merely reduces the explained rather than
improving the explaining. The examples, however, which Nagel gives
of such false reduction applied to people are not examples of Parfit’s
sort of reduction. Below I will show how Nagel attacks materialism,
the view that everything—including each person—is made merely of
matter, and a special case of materialism called “functionalism.”10

Functionalism—the idea that the computer is the right model for the
mind11—is a view in which there is only a material brain and a pro-
gram on which it runs, nothing mental beyond that. Parfit, on the
other hand, only wishes to reduce people to mental and physical
events without prejudice as to the nature of such events. Parfit can
accept the falsity of materialism and functionalism while retaining his
sort of reductionism.

Getting people out of the picture, however—even if one does not
reject irreducibly mental states—must be wrong, given that people
and their perspectives are ineleminable parts of the world. Such ine-
liminability is what I take Nagel to be pointing to with his claim that
subjectivity is the core of all objectivity, the centre of all the concen-
tric spheres of reality. Thus, although Parfit’s view is not the direct
object of Nagel’s attack on reductionism, Nagel should consider it as
false as any other sort of reductionism that leaves out the subjective
viewpoint.

Objectivity is relative to the discipline
To add to the restriction of the objective viewpoint, Nagel thinks that
objectivity varies from discipline to discipline.12 This relativizes
objectivity rather than having it serve as some universal, absolute
standard by which to judge what we believe. Although Nagel does not
make use of the relativity of the objective in this way, it could be
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argued that an objective description of the world which excluded peo-
ple would have its objectivity only relative to the discipline in which
the description is given, say, physics. This would not provide objective
reasons for another discipline, say, psychology, to consider people
eliminable. The reductionist thesis is probably understood by its
defenders as being quite independent of disciplines; yet Nagel’s rela-
tivizing of objectivity seems on the face of it quite plausible. At the
very least, Parfit’s reductionism is in need of clarification. In what dis-
cipline does Parfit envisage his unpeopled description of the universe?

Irreducibility
The irreducibility of the subjective to the objective comes up, so
Nagel argues, in ethical values and truth.13 Neither subjective nor
objective values can supersede the other, yet they do not coexist with-
out strife. As Nagel sees them, the same can be said of truths. The
concept of a person is, in my opinion, at the centre of the vortex cre-
ated by these opposing currents of objectivity and subjectivity.
Nagel’s insistence on opposing the scientism which requires us to
neglect the subjective is, therefore, especially welcome.14 Parfit is not
alone among the influential writers15 who have led many to believe
that we can say what we need to say about ourselves while totally
neglecting our subjective viewpoints in the world. It is this that leads
them to suggest that personal survival is not what fundamentally mat-
ters. Nagel argues for the value of the subjective. I believe that this
entails the importance of the very person who is the subject of the
experiences. Replicas will not do.

Mind
Given Nagel’s attitude to subjectivity and its importance, Nagel can
be expected to attack vigorously the attempts of his contemporaries
to understand people in terms of our objective understanding of
machines. He does not disappoint this expectation:

The reductionist program that dominates current
work in the philosophy of mind is completely mis-
guided, because it is based on the groundless assump-
tion that a particular conception of objective reality is
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exhaustive of what there is. Eventually, I believe, cur-
rent attempts to understand the mind by analogy
with man-made computers that can perform superbly
some of the same external tasks as conscious beings
will be recognized as a gigantic waste of time. The
true principles underlying the mind will be discov-
ered, if at all, only by a more direct approach.16

To understand ourselves, we must look at ourselves, not at machines
which can mimic some of our linguistic behaviour.

While Nagel does not yet know how to understand mind, he
rejects materialism, idealism, dualism, and no-ownership theories as
implausible or unintelligible and asserts a dual aspect theory. In other
words he rejects the view that people are just physical bodies, the view
that they are purely minds, the view that they are a combination of
both, and the view that experiences can exist independently of the
people who own those experiences. Instead of these he accepts the
view that a person is one being made out of one kind of stuff with
two sorts of features: a material aspect and a mental aspect. He forth-
rightly admits that talk about this dual aspect theory is largely hand
waving.17 Waving hands is, in any case, better than clenching them or
wringing them in face of the inadequacies of the other kinds of the-
ories.

Given the blanketing snowfall of Parfit’s influence, I will single
out just one part of Nagel’s argument driving us in the direction of a
dual aspect theory, the part which counters Parfit’s reductionism.
Reductionism is closely related to the no-ownership view accepted by
Wittgenstein and Ayer and attacked by Strawson, as we saw in chap-
ters 9 and 10. Of this no-ownership view Nagel says:

I suppose I should also consider the “no-ownership”
view according to which mental events are not prop-
erties or modifications of anything, but simply occur,
neither in a soul nor in the body—though they are
causally related to what happens in the body. But I
don’t really find this view intelligible. Something must
be there in advance, with the potential of being
affected with mental manifestations.18
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The reductionist description of the world suffers from the same lack
of intelligibility. If we try to describe, say, our own perceptions as
events rather than as things which happen to us—all in aid of delet-
ing people from the description—we fail to describe what really hap-
pens. From a subjective point of view, I have a perception. That is part
of the world which gets left out when the physical concomitants of
my having the perception are objectively described.

The question then arises, for Nagel, Who is the owner of mental
events? Since they must be events in some soul or self, what consti-
tutes that self? His answer is that the brain is that self.

The self as brain
According to Nagel, I can truly say, I am my brain.19 The self just is
the intact brain. Nagel admits this is an empirical hypothesis. What
he supposes is that the brain is the seat of the person’s experience, a
conscious organ.20 It follows that without survival of the intact brain,
there is no survival of the person. Nagel rejects many thought exper-
iments that seem to show otherwise. Such experiments confuse meta-
physical with epistemological possibility.21 What we can be should not
be confused with what we can conceive of ourselves as being.

It might seem that Nagel is a materialist since he identifies the
self with the brain. In fact, however, he believes that the brain has irre-
ducibly immaterial properties.22 He believes that physical parts of
persons can have mental units.23 He knows that this raises many dif-
ficulties for which he has no solution. His general tendency, however,
is to preserve the richness of what is to be explained rather than to
reduce it to something that can be handled given our limited concep-
tual framework and tools.

Pan-psychism
One problem that arises from Nagel’s conception of the brain having
irreducibly mental properties is that other things may have such prop-
erties too, even if they are not the sorts of things with which we
would normally associate our mind.24 The view that all things have
minds or at least mental properties is pan-psychism. Nagel takes this
to be a serious problem with his dual aspect theory. A conceptual rev-
olution is needed to overcome such problems, in Nagel’s view.25 Leib-
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niz, Schopenhauer, and Whitehead, among the dignitaries whom we
have briefly interviewed in these pages, would reassure Nagel on this
point. They accept forms of pan-psychism. The revolution antici-
pated by Nagel may lead us ultimately to see people as distinct from
other things only in the degree to which they have mental properties.
On this view, the mind is particularly well developed in people, less so
in other animals, and very dim in vegetables. Certainly it is revolu-
tionary to say that carrots, in even an extremely limited way, have
mental as well as physical properties. One could, however, limit men-
tal properties to those things with brains rather than buying the
whole pan-psychism theory.

Contrast with Parfit

Although it may seem that Nagel has given us a view of ourselves that
is diametrically opposed to Parfit’s, they are not always on different
streets. Before we explore their similarities, however, let us be clear
about their differences.

Against Parfit: Not R but the brain
Recall Parfit’s spectra examples—science fiction cases of gradual
physical and mental change of one person into another person.
Parfit’s physical spectrum case was designed to show that the conti-
nuity of the brain is a matter of degree and that, in any case, not the
brain but Relation R, which includes psychological continuity and
connectedness of the person, is what really matters. Nagel asserts that
the actual cause of such continuity is what matters, namely, the intact
brain. Otherwise, he claims, personal identity would be illusory. Nagel
has, however, no clear answer to the question, Why does the brain
matter?26 Perhaps for both Parfit and Nagel, the answers given to
What matters? are close to bedrock assumptions on which the rest of
the position is built.

One motive which Nagel does not mention for clinging to the
brain, but which may be active behind the scenes in Nagel’s presenta-
tion, is the irrelevant fact principle.27 That principle, which underlies
the argument of Williams in chapter 11, says that, if there is a ques-
tion whether person Tomas is identical to person Dick, then that
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question can be answered by appeal only to what Tomas and Dick are
like. Properties of other parties are irrelevant to the identity of Tomas
to Dick. This seems like a reasonable principle, but best candidate
theories of personal identity deny this principle. Such theories deter-
mine who Tomas is by looking for who, of various people, is the best
candidate. If Dick would be best but for the existence of Heraldo,
then not only Tomas and Dick are relevant to the question of whether
Dick is identical to Tomas who existed earlier than Dick and Heraldo.

For example, we have seen Nozick’s best candidate theory (in
chapter 12) or the theory based on Relation R with which Parfit flirts
but probably does not need to defend (in chapter 13). Best candidate
theories tell us that, if there is some third person, Heraldo, who
might along with Dick be a candidate for identity with Tomas, then
we choose between Dick and Heraldo by checking to see which satis-
fies the identity criterion best. Parfit might think that, if Dick is
more R-related to Tomas than Heraldo is, then Dick is identical to
Tomas while Heraldo is not. If Dick and Heraldo are equally R-related
to Tomas, then neither is identical to Tomas, going by the way Parfit
speaks of his cases of personal fission. If Tomas divides, becoming
Dick and Heraldo, then properties of Heraldo are relevant to the
identity of Tomas to Dick contrary to the irrelevant fact principle.
The sameness of the intact brain provides a criterion of personal
identity that is immune to such science fiction fission cases. Even if
the brain is divisible without the death of either half, the resulting
halves are not to be identified with the original whole brain.28 Nagel
thus has a way of preserving our intuition that there is something
under our consciousness that would preserve us even through radical
changes in our mental life. Parfit seems to bite the bullet here, in
effect denying this intuition about survival and denying the irrelevant
fact principle.

With Parfit: Denial of the indivisibility thesis
Parfit and Nagel, in spite of their differences, do agree on some con-
troversial theses. They both deny the indivisibility thesis of Descartes.
This means that Nagel should accept indeterminacy of people. In fact,
he does not think that there must be a definite answer to the question
whether a particular experience is my experience. Nor does Nagel balk
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at believing that there could be two experiences both of which are
mine but which occur in different subjects.29 A single brain can con-
tinue in existence but, after some extreme experience, with a radically
different mental life. This preserves the intuition that one can lose
one’s intellect and/or memories but still be the same person. In a case
where large and important areas of the brain are altered, brain identity
may be a problem for Nagel’s view even if personal identity given the
sameness of the brain is no longer a problem. The self as brain may
not do all that the simple, indivisible self was supposed to accom-
plish, but it is better than the alternatives, if Nagel is right.30

Nagel, it appears, adopts a divisibility thesis which leads to some
forms of indeterminacy of persons. But Nagel does not want to go to
the extent that Parfit does in claiming that a person is a complex of
things more like a nation than like a Cartesian Ego. Nagel admits that
his reasons for resisting are question begging: “One of the conditions
that the self should meet if possible is that it be something in which
the flow of consciousness and the beliefs, desires, intentions, and
character traits that I have all take place—something beneath the con-
tents of consciousness, which might even survive a radical break in the
continuity of consciousness. If there were no such thing then the idea
of personal identity would be an illusion, but we are not in that situ-
ation.”31 Since Nagel insists on the intactness of the brain to fulfil
this condition of the self, he would have to accept the odd conse-
quence that one who survives the destruction of half of the cortex and
who seems to be the same person by macroscopic observation is not
the same person as the original victim of the brain damage.

Worse than this, the molecules that compose the brain change.
Does this mean that the brain does not continue? If it does continue
through this change, then the brain’s structure—not the particular
material of which it is composed—seems to be what is important.
Nagel’s view might, therefore, run afoul of Williams’ reduplication
argument. If we could produce a second brain identical to the first in
structure, we would have two candidates for being a single person.

Since Nagel insists on actual causes of Parfit’s Relation R (psy-
chological continuity and connectedness), he might count only the
first brain as determining the original person and the copy as having
the wrong kind of cause to be the original person. A duplicate person

340

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



might be, except for causal history and spatio-temporal location,
indiscernible from the original: she would believe she was the origi-
nal. Nonetheless, that causal history explains how she came to be and,
hence, who she is. In this, Nagel agrees with Kripke,32 yet another
famous philosopher who barely gets mentioned in these pages. Nagel
notes that Kripke comes close to a dual aspect theory operating
through his claim that biological origin is the source of identity.
Nagel disagrees with Kripke, however, as to the possibility of mental
events without the brain. Nagel suspects that the conceivability of
such detached mental events is dependent on our mental concepts
grasping only one aspect of the mind.33 When we think of our visual
experience, for example, we may think of only one aspect of it and
thereby delude ourselves into supposing that it can be consistently
conceived of as existing independently of the brain.

In summary, then, Nagel rests identity of persons on identity of
brains. He recognizes that identity of brains is problematic. He chose
brains, in any case, because he thought that what mattered in survival
was the actual cause of Relation R. When confronted with a case of
two brains similar in structure or function, Nagel would look to see
if one of them had the right kind of cause. If so, it would be the same
brain we started with. It appears then that, for Nagel, what causes us
to be as we are is crucial for our being who we are and, at the same
time, is what matters about us. I should care about whether I survive,
not just about whether my mind survives in someone or other. Per-
sonal identity and mattering are together again. This reunion, at least,
is intuitively correct.

What is unintuitive is that the cause matters so much. Just how
crucial is it that I am the result of a particular sperm and egg? Could
not one of that sperm’s squirmy brethren have contributed equally
well to my birth? There seem to be a number of possible causes of my
being which would not crucially have altered me as a person. Once we
admit this, however, we stray from the causal theory which Nagel
seems to be adopting from Kripke.

A good reason for Nagel to cling to a causal theory is his oppo-
sition to functionalism, the view of the person as biological computer.
Once one gives up particular causes, such as a sperm and ovum, one
is thrown back on the structure of the brain as the crucial thing about
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it for purposes of identity. Since every molecule of the brain will
change every six years or so, there is no way to use a same-matter-
same-brain criterion of identity. Structure is all that is left. Struc-
tures, however, can be duplicated, opening a Pandora’s box of
problems with which we have seen Williams, Nozick, and Parfit strug-
gle. So Nagel is left with a brain caused in the appropriate way which
has mental and physical aspects.

Problems

The difficulties Nagel faces are both linguistic and metaphysical.
Because he has unusual ideas about what we are, he invents new terms
to try to break out of unproductive ways of describing persons. I will
try to some extent to tear apart the objections to Nagel’s language
from the objections to his theory of what we see.

The difficulty of defending a dual aspect theory
Nagel is defending very difficult ground here. Bravely, he tries to take
a position between the dualist and the materialist in the full recogni-
tion that, like a pacifist protesting at the battlefront, he will be caught
in the crossfire. The materialist will say that his talk of irreducibly
mental properties of the brain is unfounded while the dualist will say
that his identification of the self with the brain is unintelligible.
Although Nagel admits to hand waving and question begging, he
thinks the alternatives are even less able than his view to preserve both
our subjective impressions of ourselves and our objective knowledge
of our biological components.

Terminological problems
The terminology of Nagel’s difficult position is somewhat puzzling.
Nagel speaks interchangeably of personal identity and self-identity,
seemingly making no distinction between selves and persons.34 On
the other hand, the self is defined as the same subjective conscious-
ness.35 While subjective consciousness is usually essential to our view
of what we are, it is also usually a somewhat narrower concept than
that of a person. Perhaps self-identity and personal identity always go
together, but they must not be exactly the same thing.
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Nagel also gives us his empirical hypothesis that the self is just
the person’s brain. Here the self is clearly distinct from the person:
“What I am is whatever is in fact the seat of the person TN’s experi-
ences.”36 Here TN (Thomas Nagel) is a person who includes the
brain which is the self. It looks as if the self is the subject of experi-
ences if a seat is a subject; hence, the brain is the subject of experi-
ences. We have already seen that the brain may survive a radical change
in consciousness, so the subject of experiences is clearly not the con-
sciousness.

Collecting all the bits, we seem to have the “person”; the “self ”
(which is also called the “subject” and is perhaps the “brain”); and the
“consciousness” as, perhaps, three distinct entities. To this list we
must add the strangest of them all, the “objective self.” The picture
we have prior to adding the objective self is of persons as normally
conscious beings who may, however, lose their consciousness and
remain the same so long as they retain the same brain.

The postulation of the objective self
In his quest to accommodate the objective and subjective perspectives
to one another, Nagel postulates the existence of the objective self, a
self each of us has but which has no point of view. This “true self ” is
abstracted from the person by treating that person’s experiences as
data for the construction of an objective picture.37 This objective self
functions independently of the person but is inseparable from the
person.38 By taking the view from nowhere this autonomous objective
self helps in the reconciliation of the subjective and objective per-
spectives.39 This will take some unravelling in terms of the meanings
of what we say about ourselves.

From a semantic point of view this objective self idea allows us to
distinguish three different meanings of the sentence uttered by
Thomas Nagel, I am TN. It could be the content-free, TN is TN, or
the practical communication, My name is TN. As a communication
of the objective self, however, it says that the objective self is getting
its sensory information about the world through the person TN.
Nagel is replying to those who think we are misled by linguistic con-
siderations into manufacturing a self from a misunderstanding of the
use of “I.”40 That is, he is replying to the no-ownership view. The
apparent strength of the reply depends, however, on one’s intuitions



about the existence of something in oneself fitting the description of
the objective self.

Intuitively it is possible to stand back from ourselves and take an
objective look at ourselves and the way others see us. Even in the
midst of great anger, one can see one’s anger as absurd from the out-
side. Nagel takes this kind of data seriously and drives the conception
of persons from the contemporary unified picture back to a pluralis-
tic conception. There are various decision makers within one person.
This is somewhat reminiscent, in its pluralism, of the ancient Greek
idea of a person as containing various autonomous decision makers—
an idea used by Wilkes to hammer Parfit, as we saw in the last chap-
ter.

Nagel’s pluralism with respect to persons is certainly every bit as
strange as its Iliadic cousin to contemporary understanding of the
person. We could perhaps become accustomed to thinking of the self
as the brain, but the objective self which takes the view from nowhere
is an odd item indeed. Williams, in discussing identity criteria for
persons, and insisting that they must be used by someone, has
objected to the intelligibility of the view from nowhere long before
Nagel makes use of it. Commenting on Hume’s speculation on what
we would see if we could see clearly into the breast of another,
Williams says: “Others, in criticizing or expanding Hume’s account,
have written in terms that similarly require an externalized view of the
contents of a man’s mind, a view obtainable from no conceivable van-
tage-point. Theorizing which is in this sense abstract must be vacu-
ous, because this privileged but positionless point of view can mean
nothing to us.”41 It certainly seems to mean a lot to Nagel, but he
warns against giving it a metaphysical interpretation, although it is
real.42 How can something be real and not countenanced as a real
thing by our metaphysics?

This difficult doctrine is illuminated by another passage:

The fact that I seem able in imagination to detach
this perspectiveless or objective self from TN [ie,
Thomas Nagel] does not show that it is a distinct
thing, or that nothing else about TN belongs to me
essentially. It does not show, as may at first appear,
that the connection between me and TN is acciden-
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tal. It does show, however, that something essential
about me has nothing to do with my perspective and
position in the world.43

It turns out, then, that the objective self is real, but not really a dis-
tinct object from the person. It is a device for seeing an objective but
non-physical part of a person. Is it intelligible, Williams notwith-
standing? It is indeed difficult to moderate this debate concerning the
possibility of a privileged but positionless point of view.

Williams is objecting to this viewpoint because no person could
take it. Nagel might agree that no person could take it, but insists that
a part of a person could. Stand back from your passions and notice, from
no point of view, what you are experiencing. This essential part of you
which does the standing back—rather, standing nowhere—is your
way of being objective about your subjective experience.

One may answer these instructions in a Humean way, saying that
there is nothing corresponding to the objective self which one sees when
one introspects. Nagel might reply that it is the objective self which
is doing the introspecting. We should not look for a distinct thing or
a little person within doing this, but “a distinct part of the mind”
viewing the mind’s experience.44 Here again is the pluralism which is
contrary to many of our current ways of thinking and speaking. It is
not contrary to all. You may find that you are of two minds about it.

While the objective self is still somewhat nebulous, it does tug at
one’s intuitions. There is an odd phenomenon of standing back from
oneself even in moments of great heat. It is especially noticeable when
one feels the absurdity of life.45 The phenomenon may, however, be
something more evident to those who have meditated on it than to
others. My willingness to entertain, tentatively, Nagel’s concept of an
objective self as an essential part of a person is utterly dependent on
my awareness in myself of this phenomenon of my standing back from
myself even though there is nowhere to stand. It is quite possible that
some do not experience this, whence their Humean replies to Nagel.

What about Daphne?
Daphne was the victim of massive scarring of her brain which altered
nearly everything else about her. In spite of the changes to the brain,
it is the same brain, by the causal criterion of sameness; so Daphne
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still exists as the same self. The self, however, is not identical to the
person. Nagel does not tell us enough about the relationship,
although he speaks as if self-identity and personal identity always go
together. Daphne’s former kind of consciousness is gone, although
the seat of consciousness remains. Her current consciousness appears
to be very limited. Her personality is reduced to mere remnants. Her
capacity to interact with others is nearly absent. Would Nagel be will-
ing to say, therefore, that a different person is now related to that
continuing self, that brain? If so, then why is it the brain that mat-
ters? If not, then what is a person over and above the brain which that
person has? Nagel’s account, while insightful, is very incomplete.

What I like about Nagel’s account
Nagel sees that there is something essential about the physical aspect
of a person, although he does not take this insight far enough. Most
importantly, he also articulates some of the uneasiness we reasonably
have with reductionism. What reductionists leave out is our subjec-
tive viewpoint, and that is essential to persons. Nagel rightly resists
the contemporary fashion of scientistic adulation of the apparently
objective output by the empirical sciences. Nagel’s analysis of the dis-
tinction between the subjective and the objective seems right. The
proliferation of terms Nagel adopts to apply this analysis to persons
is forced partly by the variety of questions about persons which is
masked by a minimalist approach.

After too short a visit, we must bid a fond adieu to Nagel’s terri-
tory in order to begin to draw together some of the ideas of the con-
temporary notables I have selected for comment.

Content questions

1. What do philosophers tend to leave out of our accounts of per-
sons according to Nagel?

2. What is the difference, with regard to subjectivity, between Parfit’s
view of persons and Nagel’s?

3. What view other than Parfit’s does Nagel take to be a false reduc-
tion?

4. How does the discipline relativity of objective explanation impinge
on Parfit’s view?
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5. What is Nagel’s dual aspect theory of persons?
6. What is the essential self or person according to Nagel?
7. What is one very odd consequence of his view that Nagel must

face?
8. What is the causal theory that Nagel uses to deal with problems

of brain identity?
9. According to Nagel, from what point of view does Nagel’s objec-

tive self observe Nagel’s experience?
10. How would Williams object to the concept of an objective self?
11. How might Nagel respond?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The irreducible subjectivity argument
Each person has an irreducibly subjective view of the world that is an
essential part of that person. Each of us can tell that this is true in
our own case. Therefore, any completely objective account of persons
will leave something essential out.

Argument 2: The classy objection
Persons as a class may be objectively defined even if persons as indi-
viduals have an essential and irreducible subjective component. An
objective account of an individual person may not be possible, but an
objective account of the nature of persons generally could still be pos-
sible.

Argument 3: The objectivity of subjectivity compromise
Irreducible subjectivity is a real feature of persons, and that is what can-
not be left out. The conclusion of the irreducible subjectivity argument
must be revised to say that, although an objective account of persons in
general is possible, any account of persons that does not refer to the
subjective viewpoints of individual persons will be incomplete.

Argument 4: The ownerless objection
As Wittgenstein pointed out, there is no part of reality that is missed
when we fail to describe the subjective viewpoint. It is like the point
of perspective from which a picture is drawn. It is outside reality as
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the perspective point is outside the picture. Both are abstractions,
works of the imagination, not something real.

Argument 5: The indirect evidence reply
It is an objective fact about persons generally that each person has an
irreducibly subjective component, although, except in our own cases,
we have only indirect evidence for this. We have, however, only indi-
rect evidence for the existence of micro-particles that we cannot
observe. That something cannot be directly and publicly observed
does not make it unreal. Wittgenstein’s persuasive metaphor notwith-
standing, we should assert the reality of owners of experience and
viewpoints through our direct observation of ourselves and our indi-
rect observation of others.

Argument 6: The incoherence reply
It is incoherent to posit an experience without an experiencer, a
thought without a thinker, or a subjective viewpoint uniting actual
experiences without someone having that viewpoint. To deny owners
of experience is to deny the existence of experiences themselves.

Argument 7: The degrees of objectivity argument
Objectivity, as Nagel says, is merely a method of gradual detachment
from the contingencies of the self. This makes the difference between
objective and subjective viewpoints merely a matter of degree. There-
fore, a completely objective (reductionist) account of persons is not
possible. There is subjectivity at the core of any objective account.

Argument 8: The Humean objection
There is no self to detach from gradually or otherwise. There is objec-
tive truth. What passes for subjective truth is falsehood.

Argument 9: The brainy reply
Admittedly, the concepts of a self or person, of self-perception, self-
awareness, and personal identity have been vexed through their his-
tory. Hume is right to reject Cartesian Egos since these can make no
difference to us. There is, however, a self or seat of consciousness, and
it is the brain. This solution of Nagel’s avoids the problems typically
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associated with other concepts of the self, but it retains the psycho-
logical aspects of the self or person. The subjective viewpoint that the
brain has is one of the contingencies of the self from which objective
fact is gradually detached.

Argument 10: The physical spectrum objection
The identity of the brain over time is problematic. The cells that

make up the brain change over time, although some special neurons,
the glial cells, remain. We do not want to say we are our glial cells. In
any case, every six years or so, all of the molecules in the brain have
changed. Since the brain is composed of different matter several times
over the course of a human life, we would have to identify it by its
structure. The brain, however, develops over time, changing its struc-
ture as, for instance, dendrites are formed and as cells die and are not
replaced. We might, of course, identify the brain by its functions, but
Nagel’s brainy reply was intended to avoid functionalism.

Argument 11: The space-time worm reply
The brain is identifiable over time just in the same way that any con-
tinuing physical object or process is identifiable. By Hume’s stan-
dards, we do not have the same tree from day to day growing in the
park. In fact, we can identify trees and brains as rivers of matter
through time or space-time worms.

Argument 12: The double trouble objection
The problem with processes is that they can divide into two. A river
can fork. A stream of matter through time may give rise to two
remarkably similar streams. Nozick’s closest continuer theory is a
response to this problem. Nagel’s choice of the brain, however, is
intended to avoid that sort of best candidate theory. He has no way
to identify persons in the event of duplication of the brain.

Argument 13: The right cause reply
The brain is identified by its cause. It is not at all clear that we should
worry about science fiction cases of duplication, but in any case the
brain that is the duplicate would be caused by the duplicating

349

The

Nagelian

Perspective



machine while the brain that identifies the person whose brain was
duplicated was caused by that person’s conception.

Argument 14: The goofy gamete objection
This means that the person I am depends on the brain I have. That in
turn depends on which two gametes got together. Had a different
sperm contributing to conception caused me, I would not be the same
person, no matter how similar I might be. Surely this is implausible.
Any sperm bearing the same genetic information would have been
adequate to the task of producing me.

Argument 15: The right kind of cause reply
Very well, we need not insist on a particular pair of gametes. Any
cause of that type rather than that particular token would be adequate
to support personal identity. A duplication machine would not, how-
ever, be a cause of that type.

Argument 16: The arbitrary kind objection
It is arbitrary what kind of cause gives rise to a brain and thence to a
person. As biotechnology progresses, we may have various different
ways of causing brains to exist. You exaggerate greatly the importance
of the source of a particular process through this right-kind-of-cause
reply. If our brains make us who we are, then it is the kind of brain
one has, not what caused it, that is important.

Argument 17: The genuine original reply
Let us consider a case that shows that causal origins are important. If
identical twins were disputing who was who, it would not matter that
twin B had a brain that was a closer continuer of A’s former brain than
A himself now has. A would still be A and B would be B. Their brains
are different causal processes.

Argument 18: The similar kinds objection
In the case of the twins, their origin gives them causes of the same
kind, indeed the same token of a cause not merely the same type. You
cannot rely on the right kind of cause as a distinguishing feature in
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all cases. The twins present a real case in which a stream of matter
divides and causes headaches for those who overemphasize the impor-
tance of causal origins.

Argument 19: The linguistic reply
We know what we mean by “the same brain.” Our use of the term

“brain” is clear enough to distinguish cases like that of artificial
duplication of brains from the twins case.

Argument 20: The conventionalism objection
That way conventionalism lies. What counts as a brain or as the same
brain would be determined arbitrarily by our conventions for the use
of the term “brain.” Since we do not want to make personal identity
purely a matter of convention, we must not identify persons with
their brains.

Argument 21: The sanctified convention reply
The association of conventions with arbitrariness is mistaken. What
we count as a brain or the same brain over time may be a matter of
convention. This, however, does not show that it is arbitrary. In every
viable society there are strong conventions such as that against killing
people for fun or profit. These are necessary for the survival of soci-
eties, not arbitrary. Similarly, conventions affecting what we count as
a person are far from arbitrary. They matter to us a great deal. They
are chosen for good reason. We need to protect our interests as
unique individuals. This may be more difficult for twins, but it is no
arbitrary matter.

A fuller treatment of this conventionalist idea requires the social
contract theory, to be introduced later.

351

The

Nagelian

Perspective



This page intentionally left blank 



Part 5
My Suggestions for 

Ways to See Ourselves



This page intentionally left blank 



Collecting Ideas

CHAPTER 15

Notes to chapter 15 are on pp. 492-93.
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Five periods in the history of a concept

I n the foregoing chronological record of the developments in con-
cepts of a person, I have grouped theories of what we are into five

eras. These are not individually united around any single doctrine but
around sets of themes and concerns. As what we care about shifts, so
does our self concept. Here, however, I will select some salient doc-
trines from each period that may help us to fashion a useful concept
of a person for our use today.

Ideas from ancient Greece and Rome
The belief in a perfect world of Forms apart from the muck of the
mundane in which we are mired is very pretty, but, as a device for
changing behaviour, I put it with the belief in Santa Claus. There are
times when it is good to temporarily suspend disbelief and act as if
these things were so. There is, however, more in the Forms than in
Santa. The Forms, with apologies to Plato, may be thought of not as
real but as ideals to help us to organize our thought and action. It is
useful to ask what the Form of a person might be. If we can construct
a model and hold it before our minds, then we will be better able to



say when a particular human being has enough resemblance to the
ideal or model to be included in the class of persons.

Another kind of form, which is inspired by what was discussed in
connection with Aristotle, is even more useful. Aristotle’s forms are
not otherworldly ephemera. The form of persons in general is a set of
abilities. The foremost of these abilities is rationality, broadly con-
strued to include much more than merely logical thinking. Logic can
lead us from foolish starting points to foolish conclusions. Rational-
ity includes the choice of good beginnings. Among the other impor-
tant abilities which distinguish persons from other kinds of being are
social and political abilities. Fundamental among these is the ability
to communicate with others of our kind. There are also very basic
abilities that are part of the form that are nonetheless not themselves
distinctive of persons, such as the ability to move oneself. If we con-
sider all of these various abilities as necessary to any person, counter-
examples spring readily to mind. There are, obviously, people who
cannot move themselves. There are irrational people as well. These
counter-examples require that we say how one can be a person, albeit
a deformed person, with only some of the abilities. Since nobody is
perfectly formed, we are all in some sense “deformed.” If we use this
as a technical term rather than an insult, it can help to draw together
ideas about what we are.

As will become clear, my perspective is heavily influenced by Aris-
totle. This is partly because I hitch my wagon to Western common
sense, and Aristotle is one of the originators of what has come to be
common sense. It would be anachronistic to say I will develop an Aris-
totelian concept of a person, but the inspiration for some of my the-
ory blows from this doughty ancient.

As we try to make sense of the forms of people—both people as
a class and people as individuals—we must keep in mind the lessons
of the ancients which point to a complex, not a simple, indivisible self.
Whether we call the parts of the self Reason, Spirit, and Appetite, or
use contemporary psychiatric jargon, we must admit that a person is
at times at war with herself or doing several things at once. This is
inexplicable with the concept of a simple, indivisible self as a Carte-
sian Ego.

The Roman adaptation of the Greek ideas includes, importantly,
the invention of the concept of a person (persona) as a concept distinct
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from that of a human being. Although there are those who wish to
eradicate this ancient distinction—the anti-abortion activists for
example—it is a distinction worth preserving. However we arrange
our concepts, we must be able to tell when a person so loses the form
of “person” as to be a mere human being or when a human being has
not yet acquired that form.

Freedom starts to come into the picture in ancient times as well.
The idea that slaves were not persons under late Roman law is a par-
ticularly nasty recognition of the importance of freedom in concepts
of a person. As well as political freedom and its moral basis, there is
linked to notions of the person the idea of metaphysical freedom. Per-
sons, unlike automata, can be confronted with genuine choices. Most
of us believe this, however difficult it may be to say what the freedom
to choose is. We think we are responsible for our own actions. Of
course, as we saw in chapter 3, the Stoics and Plotinus thought we
were responsible while thinking that all of our actions are determined.
I find this paradoxical. Give me freedom.

The political freedom that we may get as a consequence of being
recognized as persons would not be worth much without the meta-
physical freedom that is a condition that must be met for us to be
persons. If we were like automata, we would not really be able to exer-
cise political freedom. All of our actions would be forced, although
the forces could be more subtle than those used by dictators.

Individuality as a part of what we are begins to grow in ancient
times as well. The importance of the person as an individual over and
against groups of persons, for example the state, is weaned in ancient
times. It has become common sense in the West that the individual’s
interests, not merely the interests of the group, must be considered.

Mediaeval and Renaissance influences

Augustine keeps a version of Plato’s value hierarchy alive—as Ploti-
nus did before him—through his arrangement of the world via a sys-
tem of values, with God at the top. For Plato the Form of the Good
was at the top. For Augustine, people are valuable to the extent that
they resemble God. This is a little easier to comprehend than resem-
blance to a form. God can be thought of as the ultimate person. In
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this system angels are better than us, but we are better than animals.
Whether or not you think of God and angels as real or merely ideals,
you probably think of people as more valuable than animals. This is a
part of our common sense which is much under challenge nowadays.
Nonetheless, with restrictions, there is something right about this.
For example, it seems reasonable to allow animals to suffer in medical
research so that people will have their suffering relieved. Much animal
suffering, however, is inflicted for minor pleasures of people. This
would not be justified simply by valuing people more highly than ani-
mals. Nevertheless, there is something appealing in the notion that
people have a greater moral value than chimpanzees because of their
greater resemblance to some ideal, some form, as the source of value.
Is this appeal merely a hold-over from views like Augustine’s that have
seeped into what is now common sense? If there is a continuum rather
than a sharp divide between humans and other species in the degree
to which they match the ideal, then we must rethink our moral posi-
tion concerning the treatment of non-human animals. I will give brief
consideration to this in the final chapter.

Another contribution of Augustine’s is the addition to the list of
capacities of persons the capacity for mutual love. There is a strain,
however, in Augustine’s emphasis on love over such abilities as the
capacity for rational thought. This might put some dogs above some
people on a scale of resemblance to the ideal being, if that ideal is
framed more in terms of love than rationality. While being a person
is partly an affair of the heart, it is not only this. There are, of course,
varieties of mutual love which require more intellect than a dog or
even a chimp is likely to muster. In any case, we need to keep open a
large place for the capacity for mutual love when we come to specu-
late on the form of a person.

Aquinas goes back to the intellect as a primary feature of us, and
takes up the Aristotelian banner. There is, however, a new element.
Following Aristotle’s general way of thinking we would say that the
potential person, the human infant, becomes a person in realizing
some preset end or purpose. By Aquinas’s way of thinking, the role of
the person in making oneself is greater. Because we are responsible for
forming our own characters, becoming a person requires pulling one-
self up by the boot straps. There is something right about this para-
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doxical position on which we must try to get a handle. Perhaps Noz-
ick’s later views on self-creation will help.

A theme that takes root in the mediaeval period flowers in the
Renaissance. We have seen, for example, Erasmus weaving into the
humanist strand of thought on persons the idea that we achieve merit
through our exercise of our freedom. Our dignity and moral worth
come to depend on our own achievements. Of course a great achieve-
ment, in this context, may be merely in using well the poor hand that
we are dealt by the accidents of birth. Through Augustine, Aquinas,
and Erasmus, the importance of the individual and of what the indi-
vidual does become further entrenched in our ideas of the worth of
the individual as a person. For the religious, the value of a person
resides officially in the approval of God. It is up to us, however, to
choose to be either sinners or saints. This makes a person’s worth
depend ever more on that person. I wish to further this development
with a gentle sort of individualism as a part of the concept of a per-
son I put forward.

Help from the earlier moderns

Locke is the first to make the concept of a person a central issue. Ever
after concepts of a person tend to be tied to moral concerns, espe-
cially Locke’s worry about responsibility. Unlike Locke, I think peo-
ple are responsible even for things they do not remember doing, but
there is much in Locke that is useful. Like him, we should rule out
appealing to religious solutions to philosophical problems. If our
concept of a person, for example, is inadequate for telling who is who,
it is not acceptable to say that God sorts that out. We should also fol-
low Locke in trying to keep the debate among materialists, dualists,
and idealists from clouding the issue. We want a concept of a person
which will work with any of these metaphysical foundations.

Like both Descartes and Locke, we should attend to the subject
of the experiences which a person has but, with Hobbes, we ought to
remember the importance of the body. This does not rule out ideal-
ism. The idealist can reinterpret body talk as talk of ideas in minds.
Whatever bodies are, they are crucial to people. Leibniz reminds us to
remember also the non-conscious aspects of people, which hark back
to Plato’s spirit and appetite as parts of the self.
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Hume’s view that there are no people is an excellent prod. We
must keep in mind his arguments against the self if we are to say any-
thing sensible about it. His iconoclasm with respect to personal iden-
tity must also be faced squarely. There is, moreover, a theme in Hume
that I will develop—conventionalism. The nature of persons is not
something which can be discovered independently of a culture and its
conventions.

Kant makes persons ends rather than means to achieving ends. The
dignity of persons and respect for them as individuals with rights as
opposed to mere parts of a larger society are things we should preserve.
The strong linkage of metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical con-
cerns about people is another valuable part of our Kantian heritage.

Contributions of the later moderns

Bentham and Mill, through making pleasure the foundation of moral-
ity, would undo Kant and allow people to be mere means. Although I
think this is devoutly to be avoided, we should take from them the
reminder that pleasure and pain are central to the concerns of people.
We can admit that unnecessary suffering is evil. We can wish to pro-
tect animals from it. To value, as most of us do, people over animals,
we must fashion a concept of persons which explains the difference.
Otherwise we would be guilty of demanding a difference in treatment
when there is no difference in kind. This is just what racists do.

Kierkegaard and the existentialists generally take the capacity to
make free choices as central to what we are. This theme of freedom we
have noticed in earlier philosophers. Marx, on the other hand, rein-
forces the idea of the relativity of people to their social and political
environment. These need not be incompatible ideas, however. What
we are, in general, may be socially determined, while the choices we
make as individuals will create what we are as later individuals.

Contemporary pieces of the puzzle

The cultural relativity of the nature of persons is also furthered by
pragmatist thinking. Any claims we make about people would have
been assessed by James, Dewey, and Peirce by checking to see what dif-
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ference it would make to accept such claims. It would be wise to ask
ourselves what social and personal difference is made by accepting any
concept we cobble together from these pieces of past philosophy.

Some Continental philosophers we have considered, Heiddeger
and Sartre, reinforce the theme of the importance of personal choice
and our subjective point of view. Such mottoes as We are what we do
can be useful points of departure in our search for ourselves. Exis-
tence does precede essence in so far as one first exists as a human
being, then gradually develops capacities which admit one to the class
of persons and, by choice, fashions an individual essence. The diffi-
culty will be in making this development by self creating understand-
able through a clarification of the two kinds of essence. Husserl, also
in this continental tradition, influences me—somewhat in the way
that Wittgenstein and Nagel do later—to see as crucial the unseen
seeing part of myself but not to treat it as simply one of the items in
the world which I see. It is a challenge to make something other than
tongue twisters out of the things to be said about the viewpoint of
the subject of experiences.

In the Analytic school of philosophy, Ayer revives the body-based
view of people while Strawson picks up one of the Continental
themes in emphasizing the primacy, for our understanding of people,
of personal interaction. Strawson, however, unlike many philosophers
in both schools, does not wish to shock us with the novelty of his
views. Like him, I will take our pre-existing conceptual scheme as a
guide. The difference is that I explicitly take this scheme to be cul-
turally relative. To some extent, this is also a way of following Quine.
He takes concepts of persons to be matters of convention. Like
Quine, I think that once we can say what people are by specifying
clearly the conventions regarding our use of the word “person,” we
can then understand what it is to be the same person over time.

In Wiggins and Williams we have seen further exponents of the
body-based view of persons. Unlike Ayer they recognize the impor-
tance of the body without insisting that it just is the person. I will
emulate them in this. We have seen Wiggins’ warnings about the dan-
gers of functionalism. While I will take them to heart, I will try to
come up with a theory that takes the abilities of a person to, in part,
define that person. Mine is not, however, a purely functionalist
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account. Williams is also concerned about the socially relative con-
cepts of a person as an adequate basis for morality. He gives us
instead a theory of person as a natural kind. I would like this to work,
but it does not. We have to grasp the thistles of relativism.

Williams, on the other hand, thinks that the concept of a person
is of little use in moral theory. I will side with Wiggins here, but I 
will try to overcome his conclusion that accounts which do not treat
the concept of a person as a natural kind cannot provide for the 
moral weight that this concept must bear. I think that “person,” 
like “infant,” need not apply to a being from conception to death. I
like Wiggins’ revival of Aristotle and will use some of this ground-
work, emphasizing the Aristotelian notion of the psuche discussed in
chapter 3.

As we come to the very, very contemporary philosophers whom I
have selected for comment, my debts grow larger. Nozick, for all that
I reject closest continuers as not close enough, sets up some general
structures which are a good support for my view. The weighted
dimensions of Strawson or the series of sliding scales spoken of by
Williams become Nozick’s metric. This is a good device, though I
have a somewhat different application. Nozick’s views on self-creation
and the use of “I” will also be incorporated.

Parfit, like Williams and Hume, often serves as the opposition to
my view against which background I illuminate what I wish to say.
Nonetheless, I accept the anti-Cartesian arguments which Parfit
offers. Instead of Parfit’s determined revision of our conceptual
scheme, I support Strawson’s descriptive metaphysics. The impor-
tance of psychological continuity and connectedness cannot be
denied, but there are other kinds of continuity and connectedness to
which we must give equal weight.

Although I found Nagel’s account incomplete, his discussion of
the distinction of subjective from objective is very valuable, extending
and clarifying as it does some suggestive remarks from earlier
philosophers like Wittgenstein and Husserl. Like Nagel, I think the
bodily basis of persons is to be found mainly in the brain. Nagel’s
most valuable contribution, however, is the opposition to Parfit’s
reductionism and to pure functionalism by means of the subjective
viewpoint of persons.
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Some lessons of this history

The overview I have offered of the history of Western concepts of
a person makes the construction of yet another such concept a little
daunting. Metaphysically, it should tell us what persons are, in gen-
eral, and what makes a person at one time the same person at another
time. Epistemologically, it should help us make judgments about
knowing who is a person and who is who. Ethically, it should help us
make moral judgments about the treatment appropriate to persons.
We have seen some philosophers despairing at finding any concept
filling such a tall order. But the view that any concept of a person is
inadequate to such tasks or to much of anything else is a mistake.
This concept is central to Western European culture. This anthropo-
logical claim requires some support before we launch into the assem-
bly of further desiderata for a concept of a person.

The centrality of a concept of a person
One might well argue that the concept of a person is merely a recent
Western European invention, a cultural peculiarity rather than some-
thing central to our understanding of human beings. Marcel Mauss,
while arguing for the importance of some concept of a person, gives
a great deal of evidence opposed to associating persons with human
beings in our one-to-one Western fashion. He details the ways in
which other cultures see something like a series of persons through a
single human life or a single person through various human lives. He
tells us: “Those who have made of the human person a complete
entity, independent of all others save God, are rare.”1 Are our memo-
ries just the ghosts of persons past? Or could it be that our bodily
lives are just channels for persons who precede and survive those bod-
ily lives?

Clifford Geertz, after investigating the Javanese, Balinese, and
Moroccan ways of defining persons, concludes that: “The Western
conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or less inte-
grated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of aware-
ness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distinctive
whole and set contrastively against other such wholes and against its
social and natural background, is, however incorrigible it may seem to
us, a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world’s cultures.”2
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One might say, if Geertz is right, that our concept of a person is a
defining characteristic of Western European (including British North
American) culture (but not including native cultures in the Americas).

The anthropological data should at least give us pause. Perhaps
current skeptics are right that the concept of a person should not be
given the pride of place that it has had in Western philosophy since
Locke’s time. A look at cultural differences and at the sweep of the
history of the concept does, at the very least, motivate our taking
stock of the sort of concepts of a person which we are willing to take
seriously and at the functions we expect them to perform.

For British and North American philosophers of the Analytic
school, the main concepts of a person which are considered in the
ballpark tend to be versions of Locke’s concept of a person as a con-
tinuing consciousness. Wilkes notes, however, that the word “con-
scious” in the sense of “inwardly sensible or aware” only came into
our language around 1620, and that neither the ancient Greeks nor
the contemporary Chinese have such a word.3 Even in contemporary
Western European culture, we rarely limit the concept of a person, as
it tends to be limited in philosophical discussion, to some sort of
continuing consciousness or potentially conscious being where con-
sciousness may be narrowly construed in terms of intellect.

Wiggins, whose individuative naturalism was discussed in chapter
11, points out that boxers and ballerinas as well as philosophers are
persons.4 Putting intellectual ability foremost in our discussions of
survival has a parochial flavour. Philosophers dealing with the subject
of persons tend to ignore most of the aspects of persons and to con-
centrate on those abilities that persons need to do philosophy. That
is how Descartes got the idea that we are essentially thinking things.
The emphasis on ratiocination and, in Locke, the emphasis on mem-
ory is, I think, due to this philosophocentricity. Recent philosophy
has not changed the fashion much except to try to reduce these abil-
ities dear to the minds of philosophers to abilities of the bodies of
philosophers. I would like, instead, to keep an open mind about what
kind of concept of a person will be useful.

There is of course the danger of keeping my mind so open that
everything falls out. To prevent fallout, I will Moore5 myself to West-
ern common sense in my search for live hypotheses concerning the
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concept of a person, and I will try to be clear about what those who
are not among the skeptics expect a concept of a person to do for us.

General features of a person to be preserved

Looking at the history of what philosophers have thought about per-
sons, we see certain especially general features which their concepts of
a person strive to maintain. These give us, in effect, a list of desider-
ata for any concept of a person being proposed. Any concept accept-
able in Western eyes will have to allow for people to be complex
individuals who are nonetheless irreducible and indivisible. They must
be continuous and determinate. Persons have a certain mysterious
cachet as well; they should be indefinable. All of these features need
further explanation.

Complexity
People are many-splendoured things. In this I agree with Parfit. We
have various parts, bodies, conscious and non-conscious faculties, for
example. Views like that of Descartes, which try to make us simple
atoms that are indivisible by virtue of having no parts, are on the right
track for the wrong reason. We have some kind of indivisibility, and
Parfit’s reductionism is wrong. We are, nonetheless, complex.

Irreducibility
This is one of the features that Parfit tried to persuade us to aban-
don. Not just Descartes, but most of the philosophers we have dis-
cussed would wish to preserve this feature of persons in their concept
of a person. Positively put, irreducibility requires that what we call
persons must be more than merely the sum of their objectively
describable parts. One cannot adequately describe a person by merely
describing objects, events, or processes—none of which is a person.
To abide with Strawson in the realm of descriptive rather than revi-
sionist metaphysics, we should preserve irreducibility in our meta-
physical views about people, recognizing that what we are describing
is relative to Western culture. At the same time we must recognize
what philosophers from Plato onward have emphasized, that we have
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an inner complexity. Irreducibility cannot be purchased at the cost of
oversimplifying ourselves, pretending we are indivisible atoms of
some sort like Cartesian Egos or souls.

From the moral standpoint, metaphysical irreducibility may be
very significant. If, from a moral point of view, people deserve special
treatment, then people must be special. What makes people special,
what makes them ends rather than means in Kant’s sense, may well be,
in part, that people cannot be reduced to the things which are mere
ends. Our dignity requires a contrast of ourselves with our social and
natural background, else we are mere cogs in the social wheel or elab-
orate natural processes. Reduction is all very well if we wish to aban-
don entirely individual rights and to embrace instead the ideals of
benefiting the social commonwealth or furthering ecosystems. Con-
sequentialist ethical theories can benefit from the reducibility of per-
sons, as we saw in looking at Parfit’s views. Most non-consequentialist
ethical theories, however, can tolerate no such abandonment. My pre-
supposition is that our Western ethical mainstream is non-conse-
quentialist, in the sense that it requires that we look at more than just
the consequences of an action to determine whether the action is
right. The ethical mainstream of our culture requires the dignity of
persons to underlie such things as rights and virtues, which underlie
non-consequentialist moral reasoning.

Epistemologically speaking, it would be easier if our concept of a
person made a person a possible object of knowledge by acquaintance.
Irreducibility seems to muddy the waters somewhat. A person’s objec-
tive features do not in sum make the person, but they are the features
with which we can be acquainted; so there is something mysterious
about knowing a person. Consequently it is difficult to identify and
re-identify another person with complete confidence. It would be easy
if there were some unchanging mark of the person on which the irre-
ducibility depended. If this mark could be objectively known then one
could re-identify people with relative ease. Nothing, however, serves
to identify people comparable to the way in which fingerprints serve
to identify their bodies. Judging from my experience of myself, how-
ever, I expect bodies and people to be correlated one to one. Admit-
tedly, generalizing from a single case is not ideal, but that is the limit
of the empirical evidence we can have.
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Self-knowledge, however, is another matter. Descartes was right
to say that what we know about ourselves is not little. The subjective
knowledge of a person by that person is of great importance and is
closely tied to irreducibility. Socrates’ ancient exhortation to Know
thyself cannot be followed by merely investigating one’s own charac-
teristics as one would those of another. In fact, our knowledge of
other people and things is based on our subjective self-knowledge.
Bergson is right to take the self as the starting point in our search for
knowledge of other things.

The viewline
Knowing one’s own current subjective viewpoint and its history—
that is, knowing one’s viewline—is a large part of self-knowledge. My
subjective viewpoint is the place from which I seem to be seeing the
world at a given moment. My viewline is the locus of my viewpoint
through space as it appears to me over time, that is, my series of view-
points through my life. As I will argue, roughly following Nagel, this
viewline is what makes us irreducible. Before coming to the difficult
matter of discussing viewlines, however, I will mention some of the
other features of people which will depend in part on subjectivity.

Individuality
Many of the same comments apply to this criterion as to irreducibil-
ity. That is because we are only individuals if we are not reducible to
other smaller individuals which make us up as, for instance, a society
is made up of us. If, to pursue an example of Strawson’s (see chapter
10), there were groups of human beings who acted with one intellec-
tual and emotional accord with such precision and unanimity that
activities of members of the group could only be understood as part
of an action of the group, then such a group of human beings would,
nonetheless, not be an individual person. One person/one body seems
to be one of our cultural mottoes perhaps because each of the mem-
bers of the group would have a subjective viewline not shared by the
others, however neatly they combined their wills in the objective
realm. From an epistemological point of view, our classificatory crite-
ria would be far too weak if we allowed such groups to be persons. We
would not know who was who. In moral debate we tend to suspect the
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claim that the various human beings making up the group could not
be held praiseworthy or blameworthy independently of the group. The
buck of moral praise and blame stops with the individual. One cannot
hide in the group. Individuality is dependent on irreducibility.

At the same time we must recognize the importance of society for
our individuality. Some of the philosophers we have considered, par-
ticularly Plato and Aristotle, thought of people as importantly social.
We need to understand ourselves not as metaphysically dependent on
some larger group, but as fulfilled only in such a group. Even the her-
mit depends on society as a foil to make sense of her life. This does
not mean that we should elevate the state, as we have seen Hegel
doing, to that in accord with which the rational individual must act
to be free.

The idea of our individuality recalls the property of persons
which the mediaevals called self-existence. This is the idea that peo-
ple are not essentially parts or properties of other things: we are indi-
viduals in our own right.

Continuity
One of the preoccupations of the metaphysicians looking at persons
is that of diachronic identity—the question of what preserves the
individual through change. Its epistemological cousin is the problem
of re-identification. The metaphysician looks for the source of the
continuity while the epistemologist seeks some mark whereby we may
know it. Where continuity is concerned, I would turn Hume on his
head and say that the one case where each of us does have direct
knowledge of a continuing thing is our own case. The continuity of
other things we understand by reference to our own continuity. I am
influenced by Bergson in this (see chapter 8). Objective knowledge is
a pale probabilistic reflection of subjective certainty. Unfortunately,
even this subjective certainty is no unshakable certainty about others
or even ourselves on the view I will propose.

Continuity is also necessary as a precondition of much moral
thinking about persons. To say I am responsible for what I have done
is to say, among other things, that I am continuous with the one who
did the action. If one makes continuity too fragile, as does Locke with
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the memory criterion or Nozick with the self-creating closest contin-
uer theory, then we let people off the hook too easily. It is also dan-
gerous, from an Occidental perspective at least, to make continuity
jump the bounds of a human life so that I become responsible, for
instance, for what the holder of my title did prior to my birth. That
is not the least bit counter-intuitive in some cultures, perhaps, but I
am standing by Western common sense as much as possible in the
delineation of a workable concept of a person.

The metaphysical problems which surround the attempt to
describe what keeps people continuous are the problems of personal
identity. A satisfactory answer to the question of what makes a per-
son at one time the same person at another time may or may not help
with the epistemological problem of continuity. How we know who is
who will depend on the knowability of whatever it is that, metaphys-
ically speaking, makes people themselves. Kant’s doctrine of the
noumenal self is an example of a metaphysical solution which makes
the epistemological problem insoluble. I wish to avoid this as much
as possible.

We know ourselves, subjectively, partly because we remember a
viewline which our present viewpoint continues. We may, however,
know ourselves well or badly. Unfortunately, some segments of one’s
viewline bear little relation to the objective locus of one’s body
through space. Suppose Tanya in Toronto gets stoned on acid and
watches a movie taken as if through the eyes of Douglas in Vancou-
ver. Her viewline may not correspond to the objective location of her
body if the drug causes her to shut out completely her awareness of
being in a theatre. Tanya may know herself in a way which is good for
Douglas but bad for Tanya during the time of the watching of the
film.

Nor does the viewline guarantee continuity. It may, after all, have
gaps when we sleep. The subjective part of a person alone is not
enough to guarantee continuity, but the continuity of the person can
be guaranteed partly—as Wiggins and Williams would have it—by the
continuity of the body. The subjective component is, however, neces-
sary for indivisibility and irreducibility, as will be explained in the next
chapter. A person, according to the concept I will explicate, must have
a body, a viewline, and a set of abilities to continue through time.
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Determinacy
The question Am I about to die? is metaphysical, a question about
existence, about continuity of an individual. If it is always to be
answerable, there must be some definite end point of every individual.
That is another tall order for a concept of a person to fill, but it is
too tall and not needed. The assumption that we cannot have irre-
ducibility and continuity without complete determinacy is an unwar-
ranted assumption. A person’s life is not an off/on switch. Admitting
some vagueness about the beginnings and ends of people’s lives with-
out thereby falling into reductionism is one of the tasks I set myself.
I shall have to accept the epistemological consequence that it is some-
times impossible for anyone, even the person dying, to know whether
that person continues in existence. I think, however, that this can be
made more plausible than at first it seems. I saw it happen to Daphne.
Morally speaking, there is in the vagueness of beginnings and ends of
people much difficulty about matters such as abortion and promise
keeping. We must, however, accept Aristotle’s advice and not seek
more precision than our subject matter allows.6

Indivisibility
Sometimes it seems reasonable to say one cannot speak of parts of
persons except in the sense of body parts. We must be wary, however,
of the mediaeval motivation for this. Indivisibility would provide us
with indestructibility, something we might wish for but cannot nec-
essarily be expected to have. I do not wish to argue for or presuppose
any religious doctrines such as that of an immortal soul. The heritage
I wish to preserve is secular, although the origin of much in that her-
itage is religious. Both the religious and secular traditions emphasize
the importance of knowing oneself. Self-knowledge, however, requires
a kind of indivisibility. But note, it need not be so mysterious as the
indivisibility of the soul or of the Ego. I know who I am partly by
knowing my viewline—the locus of my experience in space and time
as it appeared to me, the history of my subjective viewpoint or per-
spective. To be a self-knowing subject, one must have a unique sub-
jective viewpoint from which one sees the world, a viewpoint cannot
be divided without becoming two. This indivisibility of viewpoint is
morally important as well, in as much as I cannot know what I believe
I have done unless I know my own viewline.
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There is no infallibility here, since people can be fooled by tricks
of memory to taking into their own viewline a sequence of perspec-
tives which came from, for instance, a motion picture. One would
have to be in some rather unusual state to suppose that one was liv-
ing through what one was merely seeing depicted, but this can hap-
pen. More commonly we misremember the source of some of our
remembered images. Usually, however, we are morally certain about
what we have done and have not done because of the viewline from
which we witnessed the events in which we took part. The viewline is
not an objective part of these events. We should say, following
Wittgenstein as explicated in chapter 9, that a viewline is not in the
world but a limit of the way one sees the world. One cannot split such
a limit. In that sense we, who contain such limits, are indivisible, but
not indivisible in the way Descartes supposed.

Indefinability
Indefinability is the linguistic counterpart of irreducibility. If one of
the fanciful machines discussed in earlier chapters—Parfit’s tele-
transporter or Williams’ duplicator—could read the information in a
human and produce an exact copy, the result would be a replica rather
than the person associated with the original body. Even before mak-
ing sense of such difficult doctrines as the mediaeval doctrine of the
intransmissible essence of the person,7 we have a kind of indefinabil-
ity. To support the metaphysical difference between a replica and the
original coming out of a teletransporter, we note that they are differ-
ent because they have different current viewlines now, although they
seem to remember the same past viewline. As Parfit would express it,
however, the replica has only a quasi-memory, not a genuine memory,
of the events as seen from the shared viewline. From an epistemolog-
ical perspective, the replica cannot have the self-knowledge that the
original can have even if the replica seems to remember a segment of
the original’s viewline. The replica is deceived by the quasi-memory of
this segment of the original’s viewline. This has moral importance,
since moral responsibility cannot be replicated. The replica might
admit guilt for a crime of the original, but the replica is deceived and
should not be punished. At least, this is consistent with Western com-
mon sense, but this understanding of moral responsibility is very
clearly culturally relative.
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Naturally one must put forward with caution the role of the sub-
jective viewline in establishing ethical responsibility, else we end with
something like Locke’s implausible view that we are not responsible
for what we do not remember. We must also avoid circularity and the
sort of cultural relativism that amounts to little more than prejudice.
Certainly, I will say more about viewlines as I develop a view through
which I attempt to explain our indefinability.

Freedom
I agree with the ancient Romans, with Leibniz, and with contempo-
rary existentialists that our freedom is essential to us as persons. If
our actions are all determined by things over which we have no con-
trol, for instance, determined by such things as prior causes, then we
are mere automata, not people. We would not be responsible for any-
thing we did in that case. On the other hand, the attempts to make
sense of the concept of freedom through the history of philosophy
have foundered on conundrums. I believe the jury is still out on what
freedom is and whether it is possible. Nonetheless, we have a rough
idea of what concept it is we are seeking to clarify. It would, however,
take a rather long book to say what can be said on this topic. Instead
I will offer you, in the spirit of William James and Blaise Pascal,8 a
wager.

Bourgeois’ bet
I speak only to those who agree that freedom of the will is essential
to people. You are confronted with what James would call a genuine
option: you can choose to believe that you are free or that you are not
free. Reality may or may not correspond with your belief. You may
really be free or you may really not be free. Consider now the four
combinations of belief and reality. First, suppose you believe you are
free, and you are free. In this case, you possess two benefits. You
believe the truth, and you can live your life according to this true
belief as a person. You win. Let us move to the second possibility: if
you believe you are free but you are really not free, then you are an
automaton programmed with misinformation. You lose. In the third
case, you believe you are not free and you are right. Now you are a
correctly programmed automaton. You lose. Finally, you might believe
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you are not free when you are, in reality, free. You would really lose
badly in this case, for you would be a person who throws away the
chance to use your freedom.

Since you do not know whether you are free or not, you have to
adopt a belief under conditions of rational uncertainty. I suspect that
after thorough philosophical investigation, no matter how hard you
try, you will not be able to convince yourself fully by means of
rational argument that you are free nor that you are not free. All you
can do is place your bet. The only way to win, for those who think as
I do that freedom is crucial, is to bet that you are free. James would
not like this way of putting it, but he might say instead that, since
you are confronted with a genuine option, you are justified in believ-
ing whatever you want to believe about your freedom. I believe I am
free.

Enough has been said about the ideal functioning of a concept of
a person. The time has come to put the pieces together and fashion a
concept that will work.

Content questions

1. What different uses might we have for Plato’s and Aristotle’s
forms?

2. Contrast the contributions of Augustine and Aquinas to the con-
cept of a person.

3. What do Descartes and Locke have in common with respect to
their views about persons?

4. How can we interpret Sartre’s dictum, “Existence precedes
essence” in terms of abilities?

5. Why should anthropological data make us careful about our philo-
sophical concepts of a person?

6. What is a danger described as “philosophocentricity”?
7. What are complexity and irreducibility of persons?
8. What is a viewline?
9. What are individuality and continuity?

10. What are determinacy, indivisibility, and indefinability in relation
to concepts of a person?

11. What is Bourgeois’ bet supposed to show about freedom?
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Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The public evidence argument
Metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical concerns about persons are
primarily those of the community of persons. By consequence, what-
ever general concept of persons we adopt, it must be a public not a
private matter whether a given human being qualifies as a person.
Plato’s theory of Forms, however, would make it a private matter. The
Platonic Form of person gives us no public standard but only a stan-
dard that requires a private, mystic apprehension. For this reason it is
better to make use of an Aristotelian form of persons that depends
for its application on publicly observable abilities.

Argument 2: The unevidenced abilities objection
The public evidence for a person’s abilities may be lacking even when
the abilities are still there. For example, people with locked-in syn-
drome appear to be in a permanently vegetative state but are really
conscious persons with their abilities to communicate temporarily
suspended. Their abilities remain even though they are not publicly
observable. The danger is that we will treat some persons as if they
are not persons just because we cannot verify that they have the abil-
ities they do in fact have.

Argument 3: The useful concept reply
Even though we may not always know who qualifies as a person, the
concept is generally useful while a Platonic conception would not be.
With respect to the locked-in syndrome, however, the distinction of
this syndrome from a permanently vegetative state is medically possi-
ble. We would assume in such cases that the person remains once we
decided, by means of brain waves, that we were met with a case of
locked-in syndrome. Even in this rare kind of case there is publicly
observable evidence that will indirectly give evidence of abilities. In
some even rarer cases, we may be fooled. That does not show the con-
cept is wrong or not useful. Generally such a concept can be fruitfully
applied even though our knowledge is, as always, imperfect.
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Argument 4: The meritocracy objection
Analyzing the concept of a person in terms of abilities will lead

to a diminution of persons of lesser ability. Those who, by the acci-
dents of birth, have the most ability will be considered the most
morally worthy; politically, this leads to a meritocracy. None of this
would protect the interests of those who are disadvantaged by birth.

Argument 5: The wider view reply
This meritocracy objection comes from taking too narrow a view of
the abilities that should be considered. In addition to the intellectual
and physical abilities admired by Aristotle, there is the capacity for
mutual love introduced by Augustine. There may, of course, be some
human beings who do not have abilities to a degree that would qual-
ify them as persons, but these would be exceedingly rare cases. They
would, moreover, still be cases covered by human rights if not the
rights of persons.

Argument 6: Leibniz against the drunks again
This analysis of persons will fall prey to Leibniz’s objection to Locke.
If a person becomes drunk and loses abilities—including the ability
to remember—then that person is not really there in the drunken
state. This could lead to using drunkenness as a moral excuse.

Argument 7: The culpable disability reply
Given that persons in general are understood in terms of abilities, the
identity of particular persons will be affected by losses of abilities.
This will have to be arranged so that only essential abilities are in
question and that temporary losses do not wipe the person out. In any
case, when we use inability as a moral excuse, it must be inability that
we did not bring on ourselves. We are culpably disabled if we deliber-
ately limit our abilities so as to have an excuse for immoral actions.

Argument 8: The existentialist objection
Sartre says, Existence precedes essence. This Aristotelian analysis,
however, would make the essence of persons something pre-existing.
This ignores our fundamental freedom to choose who we will become.
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Argument 9: The adaptation reply
The Aristotelians can adapt this motto of Sartre’s for their own pur-
poses. We still choose whom we will become by choosing which of our
inborne abilities to develop and in what ways we develop these.
Nonetheless, everything that exists must already have an essence of a
sort. Each person will share the general essence of persons. That pre-
cedes the individual developing a particular essence that depends on
free choices.

Argument 10: The cultural relativity objection
Different cultures will value different abilities. The Aristotelian
analysis will lead to the result that what constitutes a person will vary
from culture to culture.

Argument 11: The best we can do reply
The best we can do in establishing a concept of a person is a cultur-
ally relative concept. This need not lead, however, to some of the most
unfortunate consequences of relativism. There is, after all, an emerg-
ing global culture that can provide an overarching concept of a per-
son.
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A Bourgeois Concept

of a Person

CHAPTER 16

Notes to chapter 16 are on p. 493.
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Persons in a nutshell

Very roughly speaking, you are what you can do. You do not actu-
ally have to do it, just be able to. Abilities mark off not only indi-

vidual persons but also the class of persons as a whole. Thus abruptly
and unceremoniously summarized, my view is bound to spark many
objections. So it should, as there is, of course, more to us than our
abilities. Our subjective points of view through our lives are critical
too. This summary statement of what we are gives only the scent of a
theory that must be pursued through some rather dense thickets.

Essentialism
My view of persons is essentialist. Essentialists try to explain the
nature of things by talking about the elements a thing must have to
exist. Water, for example, is essentially H2O. Being H2O is essential
to all samples of water. They may have other characteristics—being
muddy, clear, solid, liquid, or vaporous—which are just accidental. It
is fairly clear what the essence and accidents of water are. Persons are
another kettle of fish.



To explain persons by describing the essence of a person we would
have to list the elements essential to being a person. I will talk about
the general essence, which includes those elements that all persons must
have, and the individual essence, which is the essence of an individual
person. My view, however, I dub “Byzantine essentialism” because it
has—by comparison to the simple essentialism described above—a
structure of Byzantine complexity. That is necessary because of the
wild variation within the class of persons and within individual lives
of persons.

Rather than say that there are features which all people must have,
I am forced to say that there are features most of which persons must
have most of the time in order to be “persons.” Some of these are sub-
jective, such as the conscious and non-conscious mind, the viewline—
which is a series of viewpoints, and the experiences had from the
viewline; others are objective, such as the body or the publicly testable
abilities of the person. All this is without prejudice as to whether mind
and body are one thing or two. Putting all the bits together, I get a
kind of essentialism that is intended to preserve the general features of
persons which any common sense, secular, and Western concept of a
person ought to have, namely, the ones distilled in the last chapter.

Not only is my view Byzantine, it is relativist. Like Strawson I
think of myself as doing descriptive, not revisionist, metaphysics.
What I take myself to be describing, moreover, is not some absolute
which is independent of time, place, or society. Most essentialists
with regard to persons think they are describing the concept of a per-
son, not merely a concept. This concept I describe is intended to work
for us here and now, we who are heirs to the philosophers dealt with
in this book. That is no small ambition, though more modest than the
intention of most of those philosophers. I hope to produce an under-
standing of persons which is also cross-cultural in the sense that peo-
ple from other cultures who may not yet have any of the Western
concepts of a person will find this one attractive or at least not as
repulsive as some of the others.

Subjective elements of persons

One thing which preserves the indivisibility and irreducibility of per-
sons is the viewline. I have said that my subjective viewpoint is the
place from which I seem to be seeing the world at a given moment.
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My viewline is the locus of my viewpoint through space as it appears
to me over time—that is, my series of viewpoints through my life.
Think of one’s viewline as a history of the places from which one
seemed to be sensing the world. It is really line of viewing, hearing,
touching, tasting, and smelling. Rather than being just one more
item in our subjective experience, it is the series of apparent places
from which we have had such experiences. It is an indivisible feature
of persons.

Indivisibility and the viewline
Viewlines are indivisible in the sense that each viewpoint in a viewline
is indivisible. If I seem to be seeing things from a certain perspective,
that perspective cannot be split in two. It can change. It may even be
shared with another person; that is, viewlines may intersect. One
viewpoint, however, cannot divide without becoming two different
viewpoints. This provides us with indivisibility. Not just persons,
however, but any experiencing subject has such indivisibility; a cat
does for instance. The viewline on its own is not enough to be the
essence of persons.

Viewlines may appear to be divisible in some of the examples we
have considered in previous chapters. Consider another fanciful exam-
ple in which Tammy gets duplicated, resulting in two people, Dana
and Harriet, both of whom seem to remember Tammy’s viewline. This
duplication may not really be possible, but it helps to ferret out what
we believe about our viewlines. What apparently happens here is that
Tammy’s viewline has split into Dana’s viewline and Harriet’s view-
line. Which of the viewlines resulting from the split—if either—is a
continuation of Tammy’s viewline? The one that corresponds to a
continuous body continues Tammy’s viewline. Tammy’s body is the
body which is part of the complex, the person Tammy. This body has
a different history from that of the duplicate. The correspondence of
viewline to body is somewhat complicated. Tammy’s body is usually
objectively in a location which is also Tammy’s subjective viewpoint.
The body also directly causes Tammy to have the viewline she does.
This provides a close link of Tammy’s viewline to Tammy’s body,
which helps us understand what is really happening in cases of appar-
ent division of persons and their viewlines.
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Let us say that, of the two people stepping out of Williams’ dupli-
cating machine, Dana has the original body of Tammy while Harriet has
one which was produced as an exact replica. Tammy is Dana, but not
Harriet. Tammy and Dana have one viewline. Harriet only seems to
share the part of that viewline prior to the duplicating. Harriet, though,
is a newborn with false memories of Tammy’s viewline. Tammy, a.k.a.
Dana, got her viewline through the use of Tammy’s body. Harriet got
only a short segment of real remembered viewline—through the use of
Harriet’s body; the viewline Harriet remembers as a result of duplica-
tion of Tammy’s memories is not Harriet’s. Bodies can be traced
through time objectively, as what Quine calls space-time worms (see
chapter 10). Harriet’s body begins in the duplicating process. It is dis-
tinguishable from Tammy’s; hence, Tammy is not divided nor is her
viewline. Harriet is a mere replica, even if Harriet’s self-knowledge is
imperfect and includes the belief that Harriet is Tammy.

Suppose now that Harriet claims as much right to the remem-
bered viewline as Tammy, since viewlines are subjective and Harriet
has the same subjective impressions of her place in the world as
Tammy. We could reply that memories of viewpoints are not view-
points. Tammy seemed to see, say, Niagara Falls from the Canadian
side in June of 1994. Harriet did not exist until August of 1994; so
Harriet only remembers this viewpoint but did not have it. It is an
objective fact that Harriet did not have that subjective viewpoint.
Harriet has false memories of a viewline up to August of 1994, and a
genuine viewline after that. It turns out that Tammy has not divided
into Dana and Harriet.

We have to be careful here not to make of the viewline something
like Locke’s memory criterion. Recall that Locke circularly identified
persons by means of their memories and identified memories by
means of the persons who had them. Tammy is identical to Dana,
according to Locke, because they share the same memories. They
share the same memories, according to Locke, because they are the
memories of the same person, namely Tammy a.k.a. Dana. We cannot
chase our tails in this way if we approach the concept with the view-
line. Tammy is identical to Dana because they share the same essence,
including the same viewline. I do not, however, say that the viewline
is the same because it is the viewline of the same person.
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The viewline is a set of subjective experiences caused through a
single body. The body must not have spatial or temporal gaps. The
continuum of matter that is the body of Tammy and Dana has no
gaps. If we move to Harriet’s body from Tammy’s at the time of
duplication, we must cross a gap. Harriet’s body begins at the time of
duplication. Therefore, Harriet’s real viewline begins then as well.
That is why Harriet only seems to continue Tammy’s viewline while
Dana really does continue it.

This does not make Tammy identical with her viewline or body or
the two combined. One continuous body could, at least theoretically,
be inhabited by more than one person. A sufficient change of abilities
could create a new person, a new complex of body, viewline, and abil-
ities. Here I try to hold on to the Western common sense notion that
a person cannot switch bodies but that the body may survive when the
person fails to.

If all this makes common sense, Tammy is indivisible in the sense
that she has an indivisible viewline. As soon as the viewpoint seems to
split, as with Dana and Harriet at duplication, there are two view-
points. Of course Tammy is a complex of many things, including a
body, a viewline, and a set of abilities. These are not accidents of some
indivisible Ego, as Descartes might have it, but they are all essential
to Tammy. Tammy is, therefore, also indivisible in the sense that we
cannot permanently separate the various essential parts of Tammy
while Tammy exists. I pursue this when we come to look at Byzantine
essentialism in detail.

It might still be thought—as Parfit apparently thinks—that, if a
person’s brain could be divided and the two halves transplanted into
bodies so that each half-brain carried the viewline,1 a person and a
viewline would then have been divided. Our brains are not, however,
so divisible.2 The two halves of the cerebellum are different in func-
tion and do not carry the same memories. The lower brain is not
divisible at all. If the reply is that this is merely a fact about us which
does not exclude the logical possibility of such division, then the
point has been missed. Creatures with brains so unlike ours would not
be individuals as we are but pairs of individuals sharing most of a
body, the brain excluded. If there were such pairs, we might be willing
to revise some of our conventions about persons, but that is too spec-
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ulative for all but science fiction fans. A workable concept of a per-
son need not take such under-described cases, even if they are indeed
logically possible, as a threat. They are not much more odd than the
case of Siamese twins and do not provide a counter-example to any-
thing I have put forward.

Irreducibility and the viewline
Consider our earlier discussion of Parfit’s objections to our irre-
ducibility. I reject Parfit’s reductionism or impersonalism not because
I believe I am a separately existing entity—a Cartesian Ego for
instance—but because impersonalism leaves me out of the universe,
and I am sure I am in it. I am not merely a useful fiction but a per-
son knowing the world along a particular viewline. This is an adapta-
tion of Nagel’s response to Parfit which we also considered (see
chapter 15). To preserve Nagel’s point and some important charac-
teristics of people we do not need a Cartesian Ego, a Christian soul,
nor any other device which makes either being a person or being the
same person akin to having a switch off or on. A person can, like a
flame, gradually come into being, grow more intense, then gradually
go out of being.

Admitting, as I do, that human beings are to a greater or lesser
degree persons and that each person is to a greater or lesser degree
herself is not admitting that people may be reduced to the objectively
describable events or processes that make them up. This theory is not
to be caught in the snares of Parfit’s continua examples described in
chapter 13. Parfit accepts the obvious—that people seem to change
by degree—only by promoting the outrageous: the idea that there are
no people. To keep both people and the gradual evolution and devo-
lution of a person, I will use two kinds of elements in my concept of
a person—the subjective kind—such as the viewline and the publicly
inaccessible portions of the mind generally—and the objective
kind—such as the body and publicly testable abilities.

Glover has a nice example to make the point about the irre-
ducibility of the subjective to the objective. Imagine seeing on televi-
sion a composite drawing of a dangerous criminal accompanied by a
verbal description. You say derisively, What good is that? That could
even be me. At this point the police knock on your door. You have
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been framed. You discover with a shock something about the picture
and the description. What you have discovered can only be visible
from your viewpoints or along your viewline. You could say with
Glover, “however detailed or accurate it is, I do not get a shock until
I realize the description is of me.3 No objective description would
give the same shock without the same realization. Parfit, it seems,
would leave something out in his supposedly complete, objective
description of the world if he indeed mentions no people in this
description.

Mental abilities: A degree of objectivity

If I think, feel emotions, or have sensations, then I have a mind, how-
ever you may wish to analyze the concept of mind. I am willing to
suppose that dogs have minds, but what makes people different from
other beings is partly the degree to which they have minds. Some few
human beings are limited to the mental capacity of dogs. They may
have the potential to become persons, but they lack an essential char-
acteristic of persons. That does not mean they should be treated like
dogs. They have human rights, if not the rights of persons. I will con-
sider a distinction of these kinds of rights in the next chapter.

Private and public abilities
From my view, we are essentially what we can do. Persons probably can
think and perhaps feel emotions to a greater degree than non-persons.
There are two great obstacles to specifying such degrees precisely. For
one thing, the degree is culturally determined. “Person” is a concept
relative to Western culture which is a rather hard thing to pin down,
real though it may be. The concept of a person, in general, then relies
on the amount of such things as intelligence and emotional sensitiv-
ity which are generally required in the West in order to join the per-
sons’ club. The second great obstacle is the inaccessibility of certain
subjective features of persons. This affects not only what kind of
thing a person is but who is who. Some of what we can do is private.
Mozart could supposedly compose an aria in his head and write it
down later. Only Mozart knows for sure if this is so.
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Examples: Love, spirit, and aesthetic sense
Inspired by Augustine, I will try to say something about a subject
which almost every philosopher ponders but few wish to address.
Love is left to the poets. Some forms of love, however, seem to be
peculiar to persons. Love can also illustrate the distinction of public
from private abilities. Recall Ross’s brave definition: “Mutual love
seems to be a blend of virtuous disposition of two minds towards
each other, with the knowledge which each has of the character and
disposition of the other, and with the pleasure which arises from such
disposition and knowledge.”4 Of all the kinds of love, mutual love
between two people seems to me to be the sort which is peculiar to
persons. The love of the parent for the child may be fiercer in a
mother who is human than in a bear—yes, nothing matches the feroc-
ity or love of persons—but the love seems to be of like kind. It can
be all one way. An infant may be permanently comatose but not less
loved. This is not to deny either that a mother bear may love her cubs
in some other sense of “love” or that some human mothers are inca-
pable of love. What partly distinguishes people, however, is the way
they interact, a point I take from the earlier discussion of Strawson.
It is, then, the capacity for mutual love which is peculiar to people.

Let us suppose that some human being, say Adolph, is incapable
of taking part in a genuine mutual love. Does this incapacity rule
Adolph out of the class of persons? The essence of a person which
defines the class of persons is not simply a set of necessary conditions
that are jointly sufficient for being a person. It would seem reason-
able to say that Adolph is a person, albeit incomplete. Part of his
potential is unfulfilled. He would not be remarkable, however, were he
not a person. In using the capacity to love, like the other capacities
mentioned here, we will have to fashion a concept of a person which
is flexible enough to allow for persons of various kinds, even those
who are in some remarkable way deformed. Being a person admits of
degree.

The ability to participate in mutual love of the sort described by
Ross requires a mind of a kind which bears probably do not have,
judging by the behaviour toward each other of mother and father
bears. Some would say that many a human being is ruled out of the
class of persons if the capacity for mutual love is necessary. It is very
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hard to tell if this is so, given that we cannot peer into the hearts of
human beings to detect the virtuous dispositions of which Ross
speaks. We guess people’s dispositions on the basis of behaviour. Even
if we do not know for sure exactly how large the class of persons is,
we can say roughly what kinds of being we think are in it.

Love illustrates another feature of persons which makes it difficult
to be precise about the essences of persons in general or of individu-
als. Suppose Pierre discovers that he loves Marie. He might have come
to love her all unaware. Pierre’s non-conscious mind can do all sorts of
things to which Pierre is not witness. Our subjective experience is not
only inaccessible to others, it may be inaccessible to ourselves. This
leaves us not so much knowledge as good guesses about who is a per-
son and who is who. Even our self-knowledge admits of degrees.

Recall also the notion of spirit as the intentional togetherness of
beings who are for themselves “I” and for others “You.” (See the dis-
cussion of Smith’s concept of spirit in chapter 2.) Often, primates
may have spirit in this sense, but people develop the capacity to a
degree of intensity and complexity that is staggering. The ways in
which people unite with one another are almost infinitely variable.
This distinguishes our behaviour from that of other higher primates
whom we think of as acting from instinct. I am unable to say what
this term really means, but at least our patterns of behaviour are much
more complex and unpredictable than those of non-persons.

Another example of distinctive abilities of persons is the capacity
to exercise aesthetic sense. Most non-persons seem not to decorate
their environment nor themselves unless it is to some practical pur-
pose. People, however, produce and consume art, especially visual and
auditory art, in great quantity and variety. Certainly there are people
with no aesthetic sense or at least people who fail to exercise and
develop this capacity. It is one of those capacities in a group from
which human beings must have at least one—to some degree—to be
a person. Adolph might have aesthetic sense or spirit but lack the
capacity for engaging in mutual love. This keeps him in the class of
persons but not as a very sweet sort of person.

Anything which makes us think of people as special, as different
from most animals, is a candidate for being in this grab bag of capac-
ities from which a human being can draw to gain entrance to the per-
sons club. Specifying the set of such capacities precisely is an ongoing
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and partly scientific labour. We used to think, mistakenly, that only
people kill members of their own species. Do only people laugh with
true humour? As we sort out the capacities peculiar to persons (not
that all persons have them) we find that we may have them only to a
greater degree than non-persons. This I will discuss below under the
heading of “thresholds.” Remember too that some human beings lack
even the most rudimentary capacities of persons. People may choose,
as well, to develop or not develop these capacities.

Self-creation and its limits: More objectivity

It may seem strange that self-knowledge can be imperfect. Since we
choose what we are, it would seem that we know precisely who is who
in our own cases. Difficulties with self-knowledge become apparent,
however, when we look in more detail at this self-creation. Some of
the philosophers discussed above have been helpful in delineating the
peculiar tugging at boot straps which makes each of us who we are.
This process is one in which there is a confluence of the subjective
and objective elements of persons. We are what we can do, but we
must give objectively acceptable weights to the various abilities in
order to distinguish one individual from another and to distinguish
people from non-persons. Something analogous to Nozick’s metric
of weighted dimensions, discussed in chapter 12, is what we need
here.

When people talk of finding themselves, they are probably
engaged in discovering their own abilities and dispositions and decid-
ing the degrees of importance of these. They are making the non-con-
scious conscious. When Pierre discovers he loves Marie, in the way
described by Ross, and puts that at the top of the list of important
things he knows about Pierre, he is finding himself—finding out
what he can do. His capacity for love may survive even a tragic break-
up with Marie which is all too likely in a graceless age. Our capacities
may be longer lived than the exercise of them; hence, we may outlive
our most important deeds.

Epistemic and metaphysical social contracts
To say what we value most about ourselves is to choose what we are.
The choice, however, is a choice within limits. These limits help to
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delineate the concept of a person. The limits can be thought of along
the lines of social contracts. The social contract is a device usually
used in ethics. For example, we might define what is fair by saying
that it is what is according to the rules of an ideal social contract.
This is the contract that equally powerful and intelligent self-inter-
ested human beings would choose to run a society, if they did not
know what advantages or disadvantages they would have in that soci-
ety. The choices we make about what to accept in our essences are
choices which have to be in accord with an ideal metaphysical and an
ideal epistemic contract, as well as the more usual ethical social con-
tract. What norms are ideal is, however, a culturally relative matter.

The question as to how we know who is who, for instance, will
depend on the ideal rules for re-identifying people. These will be, in
turn, influenced by the ideal metaphysical rules for saying who really
is who. Suppose Ralph, scion of a wealthy family, is lost for twenty
years. Two people, Frank and Vince, show up claiming to be Ralph.
Frank resembles the former Ralph most in character, general appear-
ance, and in knowing the things Ralph knew, but Vince has the same
fingerprints as Ralph. We in the West would choose Vince as the
inheritor of the family fortune. This tells us something about the
epistemic and metaphysical social contracts for both the general
essence of persons and the essences of individuals according with
Western common sense.

If we were choosing rules for re-identification would we not
demand that sameness of body be essential for sameness of the per-
son? Otherwise, an impostor could take someone’s place. Against
Parfit, and Nozick, most of us would say that having somebody
remarkably like us take over our life is not the sort of continuity we
wish. Individuality as summed up in the one person, one body motto
is a part of our contract. This tells us, then, something about persons
in general as well. They must have bodies and each must have only
one. Must they be human bodies? At this time, yes. Extraterrestrials
may land, causing us eventually to change our norms, but that is still
science fiction. Chimpanzees or dolphins may in future seem to us to
have abilities that gain them entry to the club. What is important here
is that we admit that it is what we can do which makes us a person,
not our species.
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Wiggins’ individuative naturalism is much opposed to this, as we
saw in chapter 11. He thinks that persons are a natural kind of crea-
ture and that, if we are entrapped in contrary views, we will not be able
to maintain the moral importance of the concept of a person. Just the
reverse is true. Being a member of a particular natural kind has no
special importance morally. This view could be called kind-ism, by
analogy to racism. Racists take irrelevant naturally occurring charac-
teristics to be morally significant. The morally relevant features of
people are among their capacities, such as the capacity for mutual love
discussed above. Not what kind of thing we are but what we can do,
think, and feel determines how we ought to be treated and what our
obligations are. Being of the human kind is just an accidental feature
of persons even though it is, to the best of our current knowledge, a
universal feature of persons.

It is crucial that one recognize the role of the subjective features
of persons as well as such objective ones as sameness of body. Sup-
pose that we have no fingerprints to go on. Does that mean that
Frank, who has the winning hand with regard to other objectively
determinable features, is Ralph? No, it merely means he would be
mistaken for Ralph. Our metaphysical social contract does not spec-
ify that Ralph is whomever we would take to be Ralph. Rather, Ralph
is the one we would take to be Ralph, using our standards for re-iden-
tification if we could know which viewline was caused through which body. From
the inside, subjectively, Vince can know he is Ralph even if he cannot
prove it objectively. Normally, you know who you are, even if the rest
of us do not. That is because you remember your viewline. If you say
that your viewline is that of Napoleon, you are put in an institution.
We do not always know who we are, but usually we do. This shows
that the viewline plus the body is essential to individual essences. The
essence of persons in general would also include these. To be a person
one must have a body which causes a viewline. If the body or the mind
ceases to function utterly and permanently, then a person ends—
although a human being may continue.

It also becomes clear in what sense our essences are intransmissi-
ble; that is, we see how individual persons cannot be defined in terms
of their objective features. Whatever we include in our objective
descriptions of Ralph, Frank, and Vince, it will not be enough to cap-
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ture the viewline. One might suppose that this is merely an episte-
mological limit. We have no way of assigning coordinates to time and
space and saying which of Quine’s space-time worms would fully
match Ralph’s viewline. But the viewline may not fully match any
worm in real time and space. Ralph’s dreams or illusory experiences
may affect it. He might have some experience of virtual reality. While
the viewline is not at Nagel’s innermost sphere of subjectivity, it is
close. We cannot get there from here, outside Ralph’s mind.

What this tells us about people in general is that they have an
indefinability and, as we have seen, an indivisibility and irreducibility
as well. What you see is not all that you get when it comes to people.
To be in the class of persons, one must also be self-creating. This is
part of the source of our dignity as persons: we choose what to value
in ourselves. We are responsible for what we are. This distinguishes us
from other intelligent beings we know about. Chimpanzees may have
98 percent of our chromosomes, some self-awareness, and the ability
to learn limited languages, but unless they are self-creating—that is,
choosing their own individual essences—they are not people. Until
we change our minds about how much chimpanzees can do, we 
will not count them as persons. Nonetheless, they should get more
consideration, because of their similarity to us in capacities, than they
do get.

The results of the investigation so far are that persons are,
although complexes of many elements, nonetheless indivisible, irre-
ducible, and indefinable. To understand better how individuals create
themselves, we should look more closely at the objective elements
from which they have to choose.

The body and associated public abilities: 
Maximal objectivity

To accommodate the point discussed in connection with Wiggins—
that ballerinas and boxers are persons as much as philosophers—we
can look at the degree of weight attached to bodily features by the
individuals possessing them. We need not go to the extent of adopting
Wiggins’ view that person is a natural kind. We have noticed that hav-
ing a probably human body is essential to persons but, for each indi-
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vidual, the importance of the body may vary. The boxer may value his
physical strength much more highly than his intellectual ability. He is
most himself at peak performance. He defines himself in terms of what
he can do physically. If he could, at the height of his powers, see his
future body as a punch-drunk wreck sweeping the gym floor, then he
might deny that the sweeper is the same person as the current champion.
He has chosen, perhaps unwisely, to be very short lived as a person.

Private choices and public criteria
The boxer’s choice does, after all, seem to be a complete departure
from common sense. The one person, one body motto is being taken
in only one direction. If there is one person, then there is one body.
On the other hand, if there is one body, there is not necessarily just
one person. I think, however, that we in the West sometimes take the
motto only in the first way, even if we are not consistent about that.
We often seem to talk as if having the same body were necessary but
not sufficient for being the same person.

Consider the return of the long-lost Ralph once again. Vince is
seen to be Ralph because the fingerprints match. Vince also chooses
to own what Ralph had been able to do. Suppose, instead, that Vince
says of Ralph, That was somebody else. He no longer has Ralph’s
abilities or even memories of Ralph’s viewline and never reacquires
these. In this extreme case, we might be willing to say that Vince is a
different person, since Ralph’s body no longer embodies the same
form it once did. Some things essential to Ralph are missing. There
can, in theory, be a series of persons associated with one body. It is
just a very rare sort of thing if this happens. Most of us choose an
essence so as to survive and do not undergo whatever extreme experi-
ences turned Ralph into Vince, where Vince no longer has Ralph’s
individual essence. We are, however, reluctant to admit such cases as
genuine. We would prefer to say that Vince is Ralph although he is
deficient in self-knowledge through his loss of memory. The differ-
ences must be truly extraordinary before we say that a body no longer
embodies the person it once did.

Our social contract is a little ill-defined in this area. Perhaps the
rule once was that such self-defining choices as Vince’s were unac-
ceptable, although that may be changing. At least in cases of multiple
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personality, which have the imprimatur of psychiatrists, we tend to
make moral allowances for more than one person per body. But this is
not all. Self-creation could make possible persons within persons as
well. The boxer as an old man and as a boy may include in himself
everything that was or will be taken in along the viewline associated
with the body that grows from that of the boy to the body of the old
man. The boxer in his prime may repudiate this. The boxer in his
prime is a person contained within the larger person determined by
the choices of the boy and the old man. This, again, is not common
sense. Perhaps we should say, rather, that the most inclusive person
associated with a body really is the person, while the included “per-
sons” within are just special stages of that overall person. The act of
self-creation which really counts is the one which encompasses most
of the viewline. In cases of extreme dissociation, we could admit that
a person has been destroyed by mental illness although the human
body is alive and is the body of some person or other.

This way of thinking explains why we should value our moral,
emotional, and intellectual abilities more than our purely bodily abil-
ities. The boxer should think of his courage as more important than
his left hook. The ballerina should honour her dedication more than
her stamina. It is such features which are primary in our saying that
we are what we can do. In the case of the philosopher, pure intellec-
tual ability may be chosen as foremost. This too is a trifle dangerous.
A beneficent disposition is longer lived than brilliance. If we wish to
maximize longevity, wise self-creation values long-lived features.
While some may value intensity more than such staid features as
longevity and continuity, they are not in accord with common sense.

The body, seen as a space-time worm in Quine’s way, is continu-
ous. This makes persons largely continuous. We may have periods of
absence from our bodies. Morally, madness is accepted as such.
Nonetheless, we each wake up in one body every day and remember a
viewline. That the complex which is the person includes such a con-
tinuous body is sufficient for continuity of a person through most of
the life of a human being, though the person comes into being after
the human being and may well go out of existence before bodily death.
Elements of the complex come together gradually and may disperse
gradually.
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A degree of determinacy is also preserved under the present con-
cept of a person. The question, Am I about to die? has relatively clear
answers in most cases. In the face of extreme change one can ask
whether the abilities one values most will survive. Even if the body is
going to live on, we can know that what is essential to us will not.
Daphne knew this. The exact point of death may be unknowable. While
I do not know how to make sense of life after death—meaning life of
the person after death of the person’s body—it is some consolation to
preserve life during life. As persons, we live during most of our life
with our body, usually. In cases like Daphne’s, the body may live on for
a rather long time while it no longer embodies the form or supports
the essence of the person who used to inhabit that body.

Objective indivisibility
There is a kind of indivisibility of the person from an objective
standpoint. It is fortunate, moreover, that objective indivisibility, like
the subjective kind, need not be bought at the cost of accepting the
featureless Ego. Must the impossibility of division imply having no
properties? Why can it not be that the person is indivisible in the
sense of having certain essential properties bundled together in an indi-
vidual essence if and only if the person exists. If the essence is
divided, the person is no more. One does not have the absolute indi-
visibility of the Democritean atom but the indivisibility of a demo-
cratic house which cannot stand divided against itself. Like a
democracy, a person can survive considerable internal conflict but not
unending civil war. The essence of the person must be intact for the
person’s survival.

Byzantine essentialism: Individual and general 
essences with thresholds

Part of the difficulty with the contemporary discussion of the essen-
tial characteristics of persons is the frequent assumption that these
characteristics are all or nothing. But being a person is not like being
a light which is turned on. It seems relatively easy to say what is essen-
tial for the light to be on, and if any of the conditions in the essence
is lacking—say, there is no current through the filament—then the
light is not on. People, however, have much more flexible essences
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than that. They can lose some of their essential characteristics to
some degree or lose them temporarily while remaining persons.

We do not, for example, fall out of the class of persons just
because we go to sleep. If having a viewline is essential to persons, it
is essential in a flexible way. We must have a viewline enough of the
time. We look to our social contract to say what is enough. If Bryan
has only one lucid minute per day, he is no longer able to do the
things which made him Bryan. He is not the person he was, but a liv-
ing human body. We ought to treat that body with respect, but we
could be quite paternalistic to the human being called “Bryan” with-
out harming Bryan as a person. Often, however, the case is not even
this clear-cut. We should do the best we can with the limited knowl-
edge available to us to determine whether a given human being is a
person. A reasonable social contract would put the onus of proof on
those who wish to deny the status of a person to a human being.

Of course, even a light bulb is not really limited to being either
off or on. It might be dim or flickering. We might be unsure whether
or not to say it is on or off. All of us flicker. We go to sleep at night.
All of us are dimmer at some times than at others. We can do less well
the things which are essential at some times, or we can do fewer of
them. Persons remain persons and remain particular persons to a
degree of frequency and intensity. Stefanie must be careful if she con-
stantly hears people saying of her, She’s not quite herself today.

The essentialism I defend is not entirely at odds with Parfit’s view
of which I have been critical. In fact, I think Parfit is an essentialist
of an odd sort. The particular realization of the Relation R (psycho-
logical continuity and connectedness) is what makes us who we are,
in Parfit’s view (see chapter 12). Since R is fragile and short lived—
at least more so than are living human bodies—persons are ephemeral
entities flitting in and out of bodies. It seems that what is needed to
preserve common Western beliefs about persons is an essence that is
more robust than R in the face of changes which we all live through
as persons.

Complexity
Essentialism is a difficult doctrine since it is easy to put too much or
too little into the essence. If there are a great many features which are
required for being a person, or features which are short lived, then it
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is too easy to disqualify many human beings as persons. The claim
from the pro-choice abortion camp, for instance, that persons are
essentially self-aware would seem to rule us all out if we are asleep.
Something has to be said about how such features can come and go
in persons. If on the other hand we put in too few features or features
which are too readily retained, the class of persons widens so as to
become useless. This is what happens, for example, when those in the
pro-life camp say that having human chromosomes is all that is essen-
tial to persons. This makes human cancer cells grown in a petri dish
persons. The error on both sides of the abortion debate is oversim-
plification. We must keep the complexity of persons in mind and
make the essence of persons support such flexibility.

We must take account, moreover, not only an essence of persons
in general, but an essence of each individual person. Again, the diffi-
culty is in specifying this individual essence in a plausible way. If we
have too fleeting features in the essence of an individual person, then
people will not last any longer than a new car. That is why the boxer
is unwise to try to create himself as the champion. The fleeting
essence is, as we saw in chapter 13, also what we get from Parfit.
Putting in too many features will have the same effect. If, on the other
hand, we put in too few or too easily retained features, Parfit can
evolve into a Greta Garbo and still survive.

What goes wrong in this latter case may be that the essence of
persons in general is mistaken for the individual essence. At each
point in the spectrum of gradual change of Parfit into Garbo, we con-
sult our concept of a person and say, Yes, there is still a person pres-
ent. That is not, however, to say that the same person is present. The
essentialism I seek has to allow for the belief that a human being can
change so radically as to become a different person. I think that those
who disagree with the possibility of such change most likely retain a
belief in a soul or Cartesian Ego. Retaining just the viewline from this
Cartesian view, let us try instead to make sense of people using an
essentialism in which a viewline is an indivisible essential feature.

The seed of a believable essentialist view has been sown by
Wilkes.5 Wilkes, however, does not directly concern herself with the
questions of individual essences. Perhaps she thinks the survival of
persons through change is a matter settled if she answers her main
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question, What is a person? She answers, relying on Aristotle, that a
person is an embodied form and a formed body.6 Aristotle did not,
however, have a separate word to distinguish persons from human
beings.7 Wilkes ignores this, although it may be as significant as
something else which Wilkes emphasizes, Aristotle’s having no word
for consciousness.8 In any case, I think Wilkes has Aristotle right; I
wish to go beyond Wilkes’s Aristotelian views on persons in general
to a view of individual essences of persons that will fit with Wilkes’s
position as well as assimilate the insights but not the shortcomings
of some of the other views I have discussed. Wilkes’s position on the
general essence of persons will also be revised to take into account the
variability of persons as complexes.

Continuity
Let us recall Nozick’s social limits on closest continuation and think
of how these limits affect authentic continuity of a person on my
view. Suppose that the limits of variability seem to have been passed.
A woman comes forward claiming to be Sharon, but she is physically
and in all other ways we can detect, extremely unlike Sharon. She is
socially unacceptable as Sharon. Could she not still be Sharon? She
could on my view. What is necessary to her identity is not what her
community members accept but what they would accept if they could
know her viewline.

It is, however, not merely some private and apparently non-phys-
ical aspects of Sharon which make her who she is. The separation of
the physical from the non-physical aspects of persons which is the
tendency of the Cartesian view is impossible in Wilkes’s view, which I
am adapting and extending here. One consequence of this, it seems to
me, is that one who is destroyed and replicated is really destroyed.
The replica is a mere replica. The original embodied form is gone, as
Wilkes might say following Aristotle.

Taking the embodied form as essential to the person usually pre-
vents long temporal gaps in persons. That provides for one of the fea-
tures I like, namely continuity, albeit of a rough variety. The viewline
alone does not provide continuity; but an objective part of the per-
son, the stream of matter through time which is the person’s body, is
more stable. This is what motivates some of the body-based accounts
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of a person such as those of Wiggins and Williams (see chapter 11).
We need not, however, merely by accepting Wilkes’s account, take the
body plus the form as a materialist conception of the person.
Whether the form is immaterial or not is a question for another
inquiry, and I do not wish to get bogged down in the debate here.

What Wilkes says about forms of persons in general is suggestive
of a way for the essentialist to proceed in the search for an under-
standing of individual essences. One hopes for further gains in the
direction of common sense. The form of a person is supposed to tell
us what the nature of persons is. The individual essence of a particu-
lar person would, if we knew it, tell us what the nature of that partic-
ular person was and, hence, under what conditions that person would
survive changes to the body. We should try to understand the indi-
vidual essence, then, as the form of the individual along the lines of
the form of a person generally. Before looking at survival on this kind
of essentialist view, however, I must get more of the view out. Con-
sider first the form of a person in general.

The form of a person is a special case of the form of an organism.
The form of an organism is its psuche. Wilkes represents Aristotle’s
concept of the psuche as a pyramid of abilities.9 Organisms which are
not persons have some of the abilities in the pyramid of abilities asso-
ciated with a person. The higher the animal, the more of the pyramid
it takes in. What distinguishes persons as a class from other organ-
isms is that our psuchai include, over and above the abilities of other
higher organisms, the capacity for rational thought, both practical
and theoretical. Crucially, this capacity for rationality includes the
potential to be a social animal.10 The ability to reciprocate with
rational beings is essential to being a person.

How then do we know when there is life during life? That is, how
do we know when the survival of a person goes with the survival of
the corresponding human being? It is not enough to know what the
class of persons is. We need to know something of diachronic iden-
tity (identity over time) as well. Suppose that we follow the essen-
tialist’s inclination and say that a thing remains the same over time
just in case it retains its individual essence. What will an individual
essence for a person contain over and above whatever in the psuche is
essential to remaining in the class of persons? Well, we could throw
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in the fleeting characteristics, psychological continuity and connect-
edness, whatever they are.11 But then one is certain to get a relay race
of various persons through the body. With all that ephemeral stuff
being essential, the person has to change as the stuff changes, often.

From Wilkes’s view of persons, while one has certain capacities,
one retains the status of person. I envisage an essentialism for indi-
viduals compatible with this essentialism for the class of persons.
Roughly, one is what one can do. An individual essence might be
fleshed out in terms of a particular set of capacities peculiar to an indi-
vidual, over and above those essential for that individual to stay in the
class of persons. Also in the essence is the viewline, the series of sub-
jective viewpoints of that individual. To be who I am, I must have my
past and present viewpoints. I need not remember all of them, the
whole viewline. Nonetheless, having that viewline is part of what I am.

One advantage of thinking in terms of what the individual can do
is that some abilities can survive considerable physical and psycho-
logical changes. One of Wilkes’s many examples is of a doctor who
suffered an attack of epileptic automatism while interviewing a
patient. Although the doctor remembered nothing of the interview, he
discovered from his notes that he managed to conduct a reasonably
efficient medical examination.12 The doctor was, apparently, a person
throughout the attack. Was he the same person before, during, and
after the attack?

Of course I do not want to say, with Lockean respect for memory,
that the doctor lost one of his essential capacities—namely, an impor-
tant part of his memory—and therefore went out of existence, to be
replaced during the attack by a replica. That would not be a gain for
common sense. To merely take a particular realization of the form
which makes one a person and call that particular realization an
essence would be too ham-handed. Some of the capacities in that
essence might be temporarily lost.

These capacities may also admit of degree. Even the memory of
the viewline is variable. It is significant that, as Wilkes describes the
case, the doctor owned proudly the actions which he could not
remember doing. We do not have to remember our experiences to have
had them. The doctor did have the segment of his viewline during the
attack but lost the usual benefit of it, since the portion of his view-
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line running through the examination is lost to his memory. Our
viewlines, however, always become lost or strange as we sleep, per-
chance to dream. Since memory is one of these varying capacities, our
retention of our past viewline in memory will also vary in degree.

Determinacy
Essentialism seems to preserve our determinacy as well, though only
in a metaphysical sense. The question, Am I about to die? always has
an answer, but it is not always one that can be known. One cannot
always know whether certain thresholds have been reached. It might
be impossible to check on the survival of a person when introspection
is needed to view some part of the essence. For example, I might won-
der whether I have sufficient emotional intensity to still be the per-
son whose memories I share. My viewline may be the same, but that
is only a necessary, not a sufficient condition for my survival. If I am
sinking below the threshold, there is not a continuing person there to
do the introspection needed. Yet nobody else could investigate by
introspection the presence of some capacities in the essence to see if
they are at levels above their thresholds. In this way, self-knowledge
can be imperfect even for self-creating beings.

We are, in spite of these epistemological difficulties, metaphysi-
cally irreducible, determinate, and as continuous as we should be. The
question, Am I about to die? always has a definite answer in terms of
thresholds, although those near death may not be competent to give
the answer. Those near death may be poor judges of their own thresh-
olds, given their altered mental state. While most of our abilities are
open to objective determination, it is interesting that our objective
and subjective components get quite tangled up here. This epistemo-
logical problem, fortunately, does not prevent us from consolidating
our metaphysical gains with respect to the concept of a person.

Return, too, to the question of life during life for such persons.
Is there only one person associated with a living human body
throughout its life? Not quite. It seems that a human being gradually
develops capacities, gradually grows up to be a person. One can also
go gradually in the other direction as one approaches senility. During
the part of the life of the body in which one is above the threshold,
however, one remains one person. In most cases, this is through most
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of a human life. I may reasonably refuse to take responsibility for
something I did as a child because I had not fully become myself then.
My children may not blame me for things I do in my dotage since I
will have gone by then. There is, then, not life during life but life dur-
ing most of life, usually. The Cartesian Ego and the Christian soul are
attempts to provide continuity from conception to bodily death, but
that is rather too much to ask.13

Individuality
One does, moreover, retain a variety of individuality within this essen-
tialist view. A group of bodies cannot make one person, since their
viewlines would be different. It may however be a bit too much to
intone the one person, one body motto. There usually are not several
persons having a single body at one time. One might think that the
body is just a container for capacities and that it is easy to have dif-
fering sets of capacities associated with the same body in a Jekyll and
Hyde fashion. If we add to a person’s capacities, however, we are usu-
ally not adding another person but merely adding accidents to the
essential capacities already there. Theoretically one could add enough
capacities to kill off one person and bring another into being within
a single human body, but the likelihood of this is diminished by the
subjective viewline. Perhaps multiple-personality cases are genuine
cases of multiple persons in one body, but I rather suspect that it is
a case of one person with a great mental deformity. One person is hav-
ing trouble keeping track of which self she created.

People with no illness at all, however, can undergo radical change
with no threat to the one body motto. Suppose, for instance, I recall
being a skid-row bum who reforms and becomes a social activist
working to eradicate poverty. Probably I will accept the blame for my
earlier condition, to some degree, and the praise for pulling myself
out of it, to some degree. I will own the earlier limited capacities even
though I seem to many to be a new person because of much higher
present capacities. The kind of epistemic and social contracts we
accept in the West allow for considerable variability in characteristics
and abilities of persons over time. It is reasonable for Jekyll to accept
Hyde’s actions as his own. One who forgets a drunken spree should
also own it, even though the viewline is forgotten in that segment.
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One has reason to suppose that the viewline continued and that pre-
vious capacities, albeit diminished by the genie in the bottle, were suf-
ficient to maintain one as the same individual during the spree.

Once again I have made use in my argument for Byzantine essen-
tialism of the viewline. This is not strictly speaking an ability,
although one could speak of that person’s ability to know the world
as if from a particular perspective in space and time. In any case, the
crucial thing is that one cannot have more than one of these perspec-
tives at a time and, hence, no more than one viewline. The thought
experiments in which people divide like amoebae, if they show the
essentialist anything about what we believe ourselves to be, show only
that we may believe a person can be replaced by two remarkably sim-
ilar people. A point of view cannot divide. A viewline can divide as a
river splits, but after the divide there are two people.

We have subjective as well as objective individuality. Recall the
theological use of persona, the Latin root of person, to mean some-
thing which is self-existent, that is, not a property or a part of another
thing but a thing in its own right.14 The individuality provided for
persons, from my essentialist view, makes us self-existent. We are not
just part of a larger whole; we are individuals. Larger wholes, such as
societies, do not have one viewline.

Indefinability
The theological use of persona which we have seen stemming from
developments in the Middle Ages includes intransmissiblity of the
person’s essence or indefinability.15 There are also two senses in which
persons are indefinable, on the view I am adumbrating here. First, a
definition conveys objective information and cannot, therefore, cap-
ture the viewline. Second, while the objective information in an indi-
vidual essence can be conveyed in theory, in practice it is too
Byzantine in its complexity to be recorded. Each of us is the main
record of what we are.

By now it is clear, I hope, that I accept to some extent Wiggins’
claim, discussed in chapter 11, that: “If freedom and dignity and cre-
ativity are what we crave, we shall find more promise of these things
in the Heraclitean prediction ‘You would not find out the bounds of
the soul, though you traversed every path: so deep is its logos’ than in
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the idea that it is for men to determine the limits of their own nature,
or mould and remake themselves to the point where they can count as
their very own creation.”16 Viewed objectively, persons do have this
deep nature which can only be partially known. This does not prevent
us from making some choices subjectively—culturally limited ones—
about what we are as individuals within the class of persons; thus far
but no further I am willing to go with Nozick. From Nagel I take
another crucial point in this discussion, that we have an irreducibly
subjective component (see chapter 15).

The union of all these elements creates a new view of persons dif-
ferent from each of the theories which provided these elements, for each
of these theories left out something crucial which another recognized.
Putting all the foregoing views together, we come up with a fairly
common sense picture of persons. Indeed, it was Western common
sense which guided the selection of elements from the earlier theories.
We retain important features of our Occidental heritage, but they are
cleansed of contradiction. We are each in some reasonable senses of
these terms which I have specified: complex, individual, irreducible, deter-
minate, continuous (through much of our lives), indivisible, and indefinable.

There is, however, the wrinkle for the essentialist that a series of
persons can possibly be associated with one body, as in Parfit’s view.
This is the relay race objection. This, however, is not likely from my
essentialist view and certainly not required by Byzantine essentialism
as it is by Parfit’s essentialism. The capacities at the centre of what
we are tend to be rather hardy. Very radical change may push us below
the threshold of our own individuality, but usually we also lose the
form of person as well as our own personal essence. Radical change
not leading to death makes mere human beings of us more likely than
not, as for example when brain damage leaves the mere shell of a per-
son.

In such a case, we lose our freedom, and paternalism toward us
becomes appropriate as it was before we grew up enough to pass the
thresholds of our own individuality. We may still have considerable
moral worth as human beings but not that special dignity which
attaches to persons. If we are judged to be permanently below the
threshold, we will be viewed differently from children who wear their
potential to become fully developed persons as a special badge of
worth. It is, however, medically possible to do such things as head
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transplants now. Who knows how this and other medical marvels will
influence our metaphysical, epistemic, and social contracts in so far
as they regard who is who. I consider it a strength of my theory that
it allows in a limited way for but does not require the association of
a series of persons with one body.

Another strength of this essentialist theory is that we avoid the
distraction of worrying about the sameness of the body over time.
Supposing that every molecule in the body is replaced every six years,
we can still speak of the same stream of matter through the form. The
form helps us pick out the beginning, end, and other boundaries of
the space-time stream of matter. The form, remember, is a set of abil-
ities. One becomes a person on acquiring the appropriate set and at
the same time becomes differentiated from other people by the par-
ticular set of individuating capacities which make up the individual
essence. Keeping the thresholds in mind, we can say, theoretically at
least, when the person begins and ends which will be after the body
begins and, in most cases, before it ends.

Freedom
Now, what about all that moral importance, social worth, dignity, and
so forth that motivates the search for yet another concept of persons?
While I think the individual essentialist view has a chance of preserv-
ing certain large chunks of common sense, I admit that it departs
from our current legal notions of sameness of persons. That is
inevitable, however, since our current legal notions are occasionally far
from common sense. There are, however, some interesting connec-
tions of the view with the notions of Roman law, which I see as partly
fathering our current common sense. What gave persons in ancient
Rome their dignity, moral, political, and legal worth was their free-
dom, and freedom was understood in terms of capacities. Freedom
was understood as the “natural power to do what you please unless
you are prevented by force or law.”17 This is, however, the freedom we
are granted under law if we are already persons. We must, in my view,
have another kind of freedom to be persons. From the essentialist
view I put forward here, an individual person is defined in terms of
her powers to do certain special things plus the body and the view-
line. A natural power to choose things is essential, but I am not think-
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ing of the kind of freedom a dictator can take away. I am concerned
that persons not be automata, that they have, metaphysically speak-
ing, freedom of the will.

Thresholds
Both the individual essence and the general essence for persons will,
it seems, have to allow for considerable flexibility. Our capacities may
not only admit of degree individually, but the degree to which we have
a complete set configured appropriately may also vary. This suggests
various thresholds.

One threshold below which one could not fall while remaining a
person or remaining the same person would be, very roughly, having a
minimum number of capacities in the general or the individual
essence. Focusing on the individual essence, for example, if one suf-
fered the permanent loss of one’s normal conative, locomotive, and
affective abilities as well as memory—but retained intelligence, prob-
ably one could no longer be counted the same person. Here we depart
from the current usage of “person” in law, but not in common sense.
It is reasonable to say that the person who is devoid of former desires,
physical abilities, and emotions, and who does not remember us, is
not the person we knew even if she has sufficient rationality to stay
in the class of persons.

The first threshold, then, is a threshold of quantity. There must be
enough of the essential capacities in a being if that being is to be a per-
son. Not all of the capacities, however, must always be present. Adolph
is still a person, though a strange one, if his capacity for love is absent.
The general essence of persons includes many features, but we do not
have to have all of them all of the time. If Adolph now begins to lose
his other conative abilities as well as memory and cognitive abilities, he
at some point crosses the line from the class of persons into that of
human former persons. The line is fuzzy since the essence is culturally
determined, and cultures are fuzzy. There are other things which blur
the line too. There is another kind of threshold, which I will come to
later, applying to features individually. This makes quantity of capaci-
ties not the be-all and end-all of the general essence.

It is no doubt a gross oversimplification to speak in terms of a
minimum number of capacities in the essence. Certain configurations
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of capacities would have to be present. The ways in which capacities
might be added or removed could have incredible complexity. During
a quorum call for capacities in the essence, there might well be par-
ticular capacities in a particular configuration which must be present
for an individual to be a person or to remain the same person. I envis-
age here a general core of capacities which are necessary but not suf-
ficient for being a person and a further core for survival of the
particular person. These capacities would not form the whole essence
but only a particularly important part of it. If they come and go, one
flickers.

A person who is temporarily insane is temporarily not herself, or,
less paradoxically, temporarily not housed in her body. Some part of
her essence may be missing. A person may, for instance, be thought to
have taken leave of the body on conative grounds. Suppose Irene
undergoes a drug therapy, then does without compunction something
evil that is totally out of character. While Irene lacks her essential
shame, she is not responsible for the behaviour of her body. Courts
have sometimes taken this position to excuse such horrendous crimes
as matricide, at least when the killer was not conscious of having done
the crime.

There might, in addition, be thresholds of each individual capac-
ity. Once one permanently loses a certain degree of recall, for instance,
one could not be counted as having the capacity for memory that was
once part of one’s essence. It would be quite difficult to tell where
exactly the threshold for a particular ability or the threshold for the
total essence would lie. This does not mean that there can be no such
thresholds. The varying difficulty we have with Parfit’s spectra might
just reveal our varying degrees of confidence in our knowledge of our
thresholds, our knowledge of who we are. It is too easy to say, how-
ever, that the metaphysical facts are totally independent of our epis-
temological difficulties. After all, as there is an element of
self-creation in our choices of what experiences to own, indecision can
be deadly. Given, however, that one has chosen oneself, one has a
determinate threshold whether or not one is completely competent to
judge its nearness of approach.

In some cases, as with persons who have Alzheimer’s disease, a
human being seems to fall below the threshold in various capacities,
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especially memory, and then to come back. It is as if the person is fad-
ing in and out. From this essentialist view, that is just what is hap-
pening. A person can be temporarily suspended, reinstated, and
suspended again in the same body.

It might be objected, however, that this form of essentialism is
just a dressed-up version of the old view of a person as programmed
meat, functionalism. What is primarily different is this: functionalists
leave out the subjective elements and the particular body is of no
importance to them. The essences of persons, moreover, are enor-
mously complex—Byzantine in their complexity. The comparison
with computer programs is entirely unenlightening, since we have no
examples of computers, outside of fiction, which can act as human
beings do in a human society. Even if we did have such formidable,
free robots, their programs might be quite different from our
essences. If they had essences like ours, they would be persons, but
how can we say whether such machines are possible? We cannot
describe them in enough detail. We have enough trouble trying to
convince ourselves that we are possible.

To clarify, I propose that we treat the general essence of persons
as a set of abilities plus a viewline most of which one must have most
of the time to remain a person. The abilities, their relative impor-
tance, and the thresholds of each one are determined by an ideal meta-
physical social contract. The individual essence is a matter of an
individual’s choice, but is constrained by an ideal metaphysical social
contract as well. An ideal metaphysical social contract is a set of
claims about what is real that equally powerful, equally intelligent,
self-interested human beings would assent to if they were utterly
ignorant about the particulars of their own lives. This is a move in the
direction of objectivity. It is not as strictly culturally relative as is, for
instance, Nozick’s way of saying who is who. The hypothetical human
beings who write the contract do not know what culture they are from
in the real world. Nonetheless, we who envisage such a contract can-
not help but be influenced by our own culture. Still, we cannot sim-
ply take our own cultural rules as determining who is a person or who
is who. We must argue that our judgments would be acceptable in
terms of an ideal social contract. This broadens our perspective con-
siderably. In fact our decisions about who joins the persons club and
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who we are as individuals must be justified according to ideal, ethical,
and epistemic contracts as well. This further inhibits very subjective
or culturally unique judgments. It fosters a higher degree of objectiv-
ity than pure cultural relativism and much more objectivity than sub-
jectivist theories. At the same time, it appeals to no unbelievable
absolute standards.

Admittedly, there are many problems with the view I am propos-
ing for development. The use of social contracts, for instance, is
tricky. I will illustrate their use in the next chapter. The pursuit of an
essentialist doctrine using the idea of thresholds is somewhat Byzan-
tine. People, however, are somewhat Byzantine. We can clean up the
theory only if we ignore our own complexities. We are not much like
nations. We are not much like computers. Nozick’s closest continuers
are not close enough. In fact, there is nothing I can name that is any-
thing like a person, with the possible exception of the higher apes. It
seems worthwhile, then, to put forward a program for investigating a
rubbery, gappy, fuzzy, complex essence unlike the essences of non-per-
sons. If this Byzantine theory should work, it would show that we do
not have to go all the way with Parfit into the arms of Buddha merely
to escape featureless egos.

Content questions

1. What is the difference between essential and accidental features
of a thing?

2. What happens to the viewline if a person is duplicated?
3. What would Parfit’s reductionism leave out of the description of

a person?
4. List some distinctive abilities that separate persons from non-

persons.
5. What is a social contract in philosophy?
6. Is being human an essential feature of persons?
7. How does the viewline make our individual essences intransmis-

sible?
8. Why should chimpanzees not be considered persons in spite of

their similarities to us?
9. Why should we value our moral, emotional, and intellectual

abilities more than our bodily ones?
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10. In what sense do we have objective indivisibility?
11. To what do we appeal to determine what is enough of any feature

to keep the person in existence?
12. Why is it not sufficient to know whether a human being is still a

person to know whether a given person has survived?
13. Why is social acceptance of a person as identical to a former

person not enough to guarantee, from my view, that this is the
same person?

14. Before even considering whether there is life after death, we need
to ask whether there is life during life. What, in the view I present
here, is necessary for preserving an individual through change?

15. Why is it that, while we have more or less determinate endings, we
cannot always know when we are about to die?

16. How does the essentialist view preserve our individuality?
17. What are two senses in which persons are indefinable?
18. What is my response to the relay race objection?
19. How are such things as temporary insanity possible from this

essentialist view?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The moral weight objection to 
Byzantine essentialism

Williams said that a concept of a person depending on properties that
come on sliding scales is insufficient to bear the moral weight we put
on that concept. As evidence to this conclusion, consider those who
are mentally or physically disabled. Making the concept of a person
and personal identity depend on abilities would rule them out of
moral consideration.

Argument 2: The common sense threshold reply
If we adopt thresholds that are too high, any of us could be ruled out
of the class of persons. If we adopt thresholds that are too low, anen-
cephalics are treated as persons with disastrous results for health care.
Thresholds consistent with common sense would not rule out human
beings from the class of persons in the dangerous ways you suppose.
Even for those human beings who are, for instance, permanently veg-
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etative, human rights would protect them where the rights of persons
are not present. The threshold concept is not nearly so restrictive as
you imagine, nor must it bear the moral weight alone. We have the
moral concept of a human being to assist it.

Argument 3: The sold-out-to-Parfit objection
If you adopt threshold essentialism, you accept Parfit’s indeterminacy
thesis. Having already accepted the divisibility thesis, you will end up
with a view prone to many of the objections you have brought against
Parfit. Indeterminacy will follow from your view because there is no
clear point at which a person goes out of existence. Parfit’s spectra
examples will work with your view.

Argument 4: The approximate threshold reply
This objection is a version of the heap paradox or sorites paradox. It
is similar to the argument about one grain of sand not being a heap.
Adding one grain to other grains will not change a quantity of sand
into a heap. Therefore, no matter how many grains of sand we add, we
will never have a heap of sand. For some purposes, we are willing to
specify an exact number of grains that constitutes a heap and so avoid
the problem.

Similarly, for some purposes we may want to specify a definite
threshold or set of thresholds that will help us avoid indeterminacy
of persons. In these sorts of cases we do not always know when the
definite threshold has been reached. More often, however, we accept
that thresholds are approximate. There may be a clear enough usage
of “heap” to ensure that there is some range of cases of piles of sand
that everyone calls “heaps” and some that nobody calls “heaps” and
some penumbral range in the middle where people disagree. The same
is true for both personal identity and being a person at all. The
thresholds may be imprecise enough for disagreement even when all
the facts are in.

Where we have precise thresholds, there is a definite answer to the
question, Am I about to die? Where thresholds are approximate, there
is still enough precision to answer the question for many moral pur-
poses. Note that the question itself is not entirely precise. For both
theoretical and practical purposes, we can usually get enough precision
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to answer the question. Hence, by Parfit’s standards, we are usually
determinate in spite of the continua on which the thresholds lie.

This is hand waving, but it is somewhat productive. I know that
swallowing a fatal dose of poison would mean that I am about to die,
even though I may not know exactly when death would occur. For
moral purposes, the justification or lack of it for such a suicide would
rarely depend on the precise point of time. Thus there is enough pre-
cision.

Argument 5: The split viewpoint counter-example
While you or I may only have one viewpoint at a time, it is not impos-
sible for a single person to have more than one viewpoint at a time.
Even the mundane example of looking through a telescope with one
eye while looking outside the telescope with the other demonstrates
this. Since the viewpoint is divisible, we are divisible.

Argument 6: The unified view reply
If I am on my deck looking at the trees in the park with one eye
through the telescope, my subjective viewpoint is probably going to
be unified. I will know where I am seeing the trees from, even though
they appear closer in half of my visual field than in the other. I will
still have just one subjective viewpoint, even though my visual field is
distorted.

Now suppose you add other illusions involving all the senses, so
that it is not clear to me from what point I seem to be sensing the
world, my deck or the park. I would use my past viewline to determine
my present viewpoint. If my past viewline placed me on my deck, I
would continue to make my subjective viewpoint consistent with that
and dismiss the conflicting sensations as illusory.

Suppose further that you could continue these illusions indefi-
nitely, so that I always had a choice of two viewpoints to take as mine.
This would probably cause me to be dysfunctional, to lose my normal
capacities, and perhaps to go mad. I would cease to be the same per-
son. I might, through madness, become two persons associated with
one body. Unification of each subjective viewpoint and continuity of
our viewline is needed to preserve a person’s abilities and is, hence,
needed to preserve a person.
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Argument 7: The Nozick revisited objection
The scales with thresholds are just Nozick’s similarity metric
rehashed. All this view gives us is closest continuers. You have already
said they are not close enough.

Argument 8: The beyond Nozick reply
This view owes much to Nozick and to others whose views have been
presented here. It is importantly different from Nozick in demanding
much more objective input into who is who. The emphasis on self-
creation in Nozick led to a view in which only the broadest social
restrictions limit what people choose themselves to be. The use of the
social contract in this case puts much tighter constraints on self-cre-
ation. The objective limits on persons are considerably greater. In
choosing constraints on the nature of persons and personal identity,
the volunteers in the original position would want to restrict self-cre-
ation. Otherwise, people could reconstitute themselves to get out of
keeping promises. This would undo the fundamental mutual con-
straints of the social contract.

The viewline is also used to prevent the fanciful cases in which the
closest continuer is really only a replica not linked to the same stream
of experience as the original. Attending to the viewline and abilities of
a person focuses on the essentials, whereas Nozick’s continuation can
take non-essential resemblances to be deciding factors. In my view, the
short path problem would always be decided in favour of the person
who continues the viewpoint, not a replica. To use Parfit’s example,
teletransportation is replacement by a replica, not survival.

Argument 9: The complex viewpoint objection
A subjective viewpoint has many elements corresponding to the vari-
ous senses that we use to experience the universe. Because it is divis-
ible into these elements, it does not stop reductionism. We could, in
principle, describe all of the universe without mentioning persons or
their viewpoints. Instead we could talk about capacities, thresholds,
and elements of viewpoints.
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Argument 10: The no no-ownership reply
This is another version of the no-ownership view. It assumes that
there can be an experience with nobody to experience it and a subjec-
tive viewpoint with no subject. That is incoherent, Hume and
Wittgenstein notwithstanding. As for the divisibility of the subjective
viewpoint, all the supposed elements are really what is seen from the
indivisible viewpoint. We unify the input of the various senses by
sensing them as if from some point. It may or may not correspond to
the real location in space and time of our bodies. This is tied to the
unified view reply. Suppose our senses do not agree; in that case, we
treat some sensations as illusory. Suppose, for instance, that I am see-
ing the interior of the Chan Centre in Vancouver and hearing as if I
am at a lecture in Massey Hall in Toronto. Probably, I count either the
visual or the auditory sensation as an illusion or the result of some
causally strange incident—such as picking up a radio broadcast
through a dental filling. I create my viewpoint from the sensations
available to me. If, as when I am asleep and dreaming chaotically, my
sensations are too confused for such unification, then I have no clear
viewpoint. The viewline has various gaps, but we unify the rest of it.

Argument 11: The discontinuity objection
If the viewpoint has gaps, then the person has gaps. The continuity
for which you argue is a chimera.

Argument 12: The song goes on reply
Think of a token of a song played with various instruments and
voices. Not all of them have to be sounding at once for the song token
to continue. So it is with persons. The various parts of the essence of
a person may have gaps, but they start up again in a unified whole. In
a song, there may be a temporary pause of all the instruments and
voices. The context of occurrence including the audience holds the
song together through this pause. For persons, the body plays the role
of the context of a musical composition; that reinforces the point
that teletransportation would be death and replication rather than
survival. In general, if there is too long a gap in any essential feature
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of a person, then the person does not survive. Similarly, if the melody
of a song is essential to it and that melody pauses too long, that token
of the song is over. What will be too long a pause is only roughly
defined by the agreement the volunteers would make in the original
position. We could make the concept of a person more precise only at
the risk of making it inapplicable.
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Applications of 

My Concept of a Person

CHAPTER 17

Notes to chapter 17 are on pp. 494-95.
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Fairness and a social contract

I will ask for your patience with some fanciful metaphors which
allow me to simplify and condense the thinking behind social con-

tract theories of morality. A particular notion of fairness developed by
Rawls1 I adapt and change here to suit my concept of a person, which
Rawls does not share. Rather than using Rawls’s ethical theory here,
I am using some of the tools he developed to different purposes than
his own. I will bring out some differences by considering some criti-
cisms of Rawls’s views and my own.

A metaphor for the original position
To begin, however, here is a smattering of social contract theory to
illustrate briefly some applications of the concept of a person devel-
oped in the previous chapter. First there is an extended metaphor of
an ideal social contract. This is a contract each person could agree to
with assurance of getting a fair deal. The contract, as understood
here, would govern all behaviour of persons to persons. Our moral
rights are the rights we would have under the terms of such a con-
tract. As mentioned above, this ethical section of the contract would



be accompanied by epistemological and metaphysical sections. These
tell us how to know, for example, what beings are persons and what it
is to be a person.

Now consider an even more fanciful metaphor to specify roughly
the method for determining what those rights would be under such
an ideal contract. This metaphor makes limited sense; it is intended
not as a possibility but only as a useful fiction to reveal what we
might believe about fairness in terms of two concepts: the original posi-
tion and the subordinate concept of a veil of ignorance.2 I am not, like
Rawls, trying to describe a perfectly just society.3 Instead, I am sug-
gesting uses of some altered versions of his concepts to help us in
practical ethical debate. Of course the beliefs I reveal and the sugges-
tions for ways to debate are my own. I hope they are shared by many,
for I think they are largely in accord with Western common sense sec-
ular morality. Whether or not you agree with these beliefs about what
is fair, you will, I hope, find the way of thinking about what is fair
useful for revealing your own beliefs on the issues considered here.

To begin, let us consider the metaphor of volunteers. Suppose that
a new anesthetic has been developed which makes people temporarily
amnesiac. They retain their general cognitive, conative, and physical
abilities, but they forget who they are, where they are, where they are
from, and what their institutional memberships and personal rela-
tionships are. They are temporarily blind. They cannot feel their bod-
ies except to the extent that they can speak coherently. These people,
though rational, are behind a veil of ignorance about their own per-
sonal advantages and disadvantages in society. They do not know if
they are crippled, average, or athletic in their bodily capacities. They
do not know their position in society, what sort of personality they
have, nor any other personal information—not even their gender, age,
or preferences. They retain general knowledge about the human con-
dition, but no particular religious or moral beliefs. This peculiar drug
is put to an interesting political use. Persons in this hypothetical con-
dition are in what is called the original position.

Under the auspices of the United Nations, a committee of vol-
unteers takes this anesthetic drug in order to sit down and write a
charter of rights of persons to apply throughout the world. They
communicate with each other only indirectly through intermediaries.
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As much as possible, the veil of ignorance is thickened. Even white lies
are used. The anesthetized committee members are told that when they
come back to normal they may be mentally impaired or much more
brilliant than they seem to be now and, because of the strange situa-
tion in which they find themselves, they believe this white lie. In fact,
the volunteers who have been chosen are equally intelligent, rational
people who will remain so on coming out of the anesthetized state.

The purpose of this metaphor of the volunteers is to explain a
concept of fairness. Fairness is what we have when people follow the
rules that the volunteers would choose. The volunteers have no
option but to choose fair rules. If they want to protect their own
interests in the real world (after they come out of the anaesthetic)
then they must choose rules in the original position (under the anaes-
thetic) that make sure that the volunteers will be treated well if the
rules are followed in the real world, no matter what position the vol-
unteers turn out to occupy in the real world. The rules the volunteers
would choose are the rules that underlie our moral rights and duties
according to a social contract theory of morality. To each moral right
or duty corresponds a rule telling us what we ought to do. The ideal
social contract (the charter of rights that the volunteers would cre-
ate) is a set of such rules.

In the original position, the volunteers are not trying to follow
any moral theory but only trying to protect themselves. Their igno-
rance of their own particulars in the real world forces them to unin-
tentionally create the set of rules that would, if followed, provide
fairness for all. In short, a general guide to morality is the set of rules
that the self-interested volunteers would choose in the original posi-
tion. We employ a useful fiction about self-interested, equally power-
ful, equally intelligent choosers of rules who are ignorant of their own
advantages or disadvantages in the real world. We are characterizing
fairness by means of this metaphor, so the volunteers import no moral
principles to guide their decision making. They choose only on the
basis of self interest. They are charged, however, with choosing rules
that persons with ordinary human sympathies would follow. This is a
heuristic for discovering workable moral rules. To know what we
ought to do we must try to determine what rules the volunteers would
choose and judge whether our actions are in accord with those rules.
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First though, we need to be a little clearer about what it would be like
to be a volunteer in the original position.

The volunteers are chosen from both genders and all sexual pref-
erences as well as the widest possible variety of different cultures and
nationalities. It would be best if each one of them speaks a different
language (or at least a unique dialect) as long as a very broad cultural
mix could still be achieved under this restriction. Even though they
do not know their heritage, since they must think using a language,
some of their thought will be culturally determined. For instance, a
dialect of English in which there is one word, “mags,” used to refer to
both maggots and women could have a deep built-in misogyny that
could influence a volunteer’s choices. The breadth of backgrounds
would possibly minimize such cultural effects on choice since the
majority will rule on what code of behaviour is chosen.

Despite the attention to cultural diversity, I am not trying to
achieve the impossible dream of a culture-free ethical system. The
whole exercise reflects, after all, a Western idea of fairness. A con-
temporary Western idea of tolerance of differences also influences my
choice of this version of the original position—that is, the imaginary
position in which the volunteers find themselves while anaesthetized.
I also must assume that the volunteers are in one clear way Western-
ized: they accept Western common sense standards of risk taking.
Educated boldness is acceptable but not a foolhardy betting of the
farm on a single roll of the dice. They also conduct themselves dem-
ocratically in choosing rules. My choice of the original position for
the volunteers is guided by Western common sense with an eye to the
global dimensions of our moral choices.

These volunteers are also told that they must decide what the
rights of persons are by forming the basic rules according to which
societies and individuals will conduct themselves. They are instructed
to think only of their own self-interest, not of any moral principle,
and they obey this instruction. The volunteers on this committee are
in a version of the original position. This departs, however, from
Rawls’s version in ways noted above. The volunteers on this strange
committee are equally powerful, equally intelligent, self-interested
people who will decide what rules should be in the ideal social con-
tract, in ignorance of their own advantages and disadvantages.
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An additional constraint on the volunteers has to do with one
kind of compliance problem and with our partiality to those closely
related to us. A minimal criterion for any ethical theory which pro-
poses rules for action as social contract theories do, is that it should
produce rules that people with ordinary human sympathies could fol-
low. The volunteers in our metaphor are told they must foster com-
pliance with rules by attending to sympathies, and they know enough
about the human condition to state their general principles with
appropriate exceptions. People could not, for example, comply with
rules that tell them to ignore family and friends in favour of
strangers. I do not, moreover, assume strict compliance with the rules
as Rawls does in an ideally just society.4 I am concerned with compli-
ance in the real world. Of course the volunteers must think of their
rules as generally being followed, so each volunteer could be told
another white lie, that the rules they help craft will be strictly
enforced as law in their particular society, whatever that may be. This
induces a kind of presumption of compliance among the volunteers.

The point of the foregoing barely bearable metaphor is to explain
how we could, in a rough and ready way, apply some concepts of social
contract theory to resolve moral disputes. We could ask what rules we
would agree to if we were like the volunteers. This would give us a
practical understanding of fair rules applicable to the particular situ-
ation we are examining. These fair rules tell us what our moral rights
and duties are as persons in that case. The self-interest condition is
not there to produce egoism, nor would it. By acting in their own self-
interest the volunteers would act in the best interests of any person
simply because they are so ignorant about themselves, about their own
advantages and disadvantages. For all any volunteer knows, she could
be anyone. To help themselves they would be forced to choose rules
that would be best for anyone governed by these rules, but they would
do so with compliance in mind.

In light of the social contract as chosen by these volunteers in the
original position, an important general principle of many moral the-
orists is illustrated. Moral rules must be universalizable: what it is
right for a person to do is right for any similarly situated person to
do. For instance, when a doctor behaves in a certain way toward a
patient, the patient should be able to agree that, if the patient were
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the doctor, the patient would behave in the same way. The rule being
followed by the doctor should be one that would have been chosen by
the volunteers behind a veil of ignorance. Behind that veil there is
ignorance about the relative positions of the people in the situation
in which the rules are applied.

This does not mean that in the real world when we apply the rules
the volunteers would choose that we ignore relationships among peo-
ple or the unique aspects of each person’s situation. Because the vol-
unteers must foster compliance, they choose rules that people with
ordinary human sympathies could follow.5 Such rules could not
require us to ignore the relationships we have. They will allow partial-
ity to govern our actions to some degree in some situations. Perhaps a
doctor would feel unable to treat a patient fairly because of his previ-
ous relationship with that patient. For such cases, the volunteers would
provide ways for opting out. The doctor could ask that someone else
care for this particular patient. General principles such as a rule of
impartiality affecting the doctor in this case are not blindly applied to
force people to act as superhuman ethical calculators. As I reply to the
feminist critique of contractarian thought below, I will consider some
aspects of balancing general principles from the volunteers with rela-
tionships in the real world to determine ethical decisions.

Objections to this use of social contract theory

Through a series of objections to the theory I propose, I will illustrate
some of the practical applications of my view. Some of the interesting
recent criticism of traditional moral theories has come from groups that
feel ethics has been used against them as a tool of oppression. I hope
to distinguish my view from the traditions that merit this criticism.

Ablism
It might be feared that the combination of the concept of a person
that I have sketched together with social contract theory could yield
ablist views. That is, the disabled would not be counted as full per-
sons and the volunteers would disregard their interests. Even though
the concept of a person explained in the last chapter is a concept heav-
ily dependent on abilities, using a social contract theory would actu-
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ally prevent the distribution of wealth or pleasure in a society purely
on the basis of ability.

There are, historically, many instances of the sort of thing we
would want our rules to prevent if we were volunteers in the original
position. Nazis, for example, thought the disabled should be killed.
Various schemes for developing meritocracies have been proposed by
other groups. These schemes are opposed by the universalizability of
moral rules which the social contract theory and most moral theories
adopt. There might be different rules for those who are outside the
class of persons than there are for those who are in that class, but
within that class there is no ablism—that is, there is no favouritism
for those already favoured by naturally occurring advantages in abil-
ity. Those behind a veil of ignorance, not knowing if their own abili-
ties would be below average, would fear such ablism and prohibit it in
the arrangement of offices and institutions. A person with common
sense would protect herself by ensuring that public advantages are not
distributed in ways which might deny her or her loved ones access to
those advantages.

In fact, it would make sense for the volunteers to ensure that the
playing field is levelled, as much as possible, so that natural disad-
vantages do not prevent a person from developing. That justifies hav-
ing access policies requiring, for instance, wheelchair ramps. The
most difficult problems, however, involve persons with fewer mental
abilities than most. Almost everyone is mentally disabled to a degree
by comparison with the brightest persons. In establishing thresholds
for access to such things as holding public office, for example, the
volunteers would have to take into account that ought implies can. In
other words, if a person ought to do something, then that person can
do that thing. Volunteers would not give people duties they could not
perform. Nor would they give them rights they could not exercise.
They might, however, accept a reverse onus rule that tells those who
want to restrict access to some public advantage to prove that those
who are kept out are indeed not competent to perform the duties that
accompany that advantage.

One cannot, of course, legislate personal relationships, and the
volunteers would not try. It would be silly to require us to ignore nat-
ural advantages that people have when we seek out friends. It is not
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immoral to seek out gifted people as companions as long as we do not
deliberately and unnecessarily cause suffering to those with whom we
choose not to be friends. Impartiality is required in our institutions,
as kindness is in our personal lives. Where the public and private
spheres merge, as in the hiring of a private secretary, it may require
the wisdom of Solomon to know what to do. The volunteers can only
give us general guidance.

It might still be argued that the volunteers know that their own
mental abilities will be above some threshold that makes human
beings persons. Given that I see metaphysics as determined from the
original position as well, the volunteers would choose the thresholds
themselves. The volunteers might reason that if, on coming out of the
effects of the anaesthetic, they were non-persons, then they would not
be the same persons who are now choosing rules. They would have no
reason, purely from self-interest, to protect human beings who have
mental abilities below the threshold for being a person. Their rules,
however, must foster compliance. Our sympathies do not suddenly
evaporate when someone ceases to be a person yet stays alive as a
human being. Knowing this, the volunteers would have to protect to
some degree human non-persons. I will consider this topic later as I
try to distinguish human rights from the rights of persons.

Gambling
Now it may be objected that we cannot tell what volunteers would
choose in the hypothetical original position. Perhaps they would be
gamblers and choose favouritism in the blind hope of being among
those favoured by the rules. But Western common sense is opposed
to such blind gambling. The volunteers would not take silly chances
with their lives. The standards of common sense which have guided
this investigation throughout are not precise. Nonetheless most of us
are, I suspect, fairly confident of our ability to decide what would be
a reasonable bet in the circumstances I described to illustrate the orig-
inal position. Of course I assume Western standards of reasonable
risk-taking.

One, personally, might be inclined to take some bet which is 
not reasonable because one has a much higher than average—and
hence, uncommon—tolerance for risk. Still, I ask you to judge my
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pronouncements about what people would do in the original position
remembering that they are rational by the standards of Western com-
mon sense. It is common sense to minimize risks when venturing into
the unknown. We may not wish to do so but, if you think of the vol-
unteers as exercising this kind of caution, then we can see what sorts
of rules they would recommend and, hence, what sort of moral theory
is proposed here.

It might still be objected that even rational people have irrational
moments. People are generally unpredictable. That is why the
metaphor of the UN volunteers is used. It is hoped that the whole
group would overrule any irrationality that may crop up in some of
its members. Since the fanciful metaphor to illustrate the original
position is contrived at best, I have no objection to making it more
so and specifying that those in the original position are exceptionally
psychologically stable and that the majority voting for rules will
always be rational in protecting their interests. After all, this need not
be a description of a possible situation or a likely situation but only
of a situation which illustrates a kind of social contractarian view.
Objections to my claims about what the volunteers in the original
position would choose should be not of the form, I would not do
that, or Real people might not choose that way, but That is not a bet
a person would make in her own self-interest and in accord with West-
ern common sense concerning risk-taking while trying to produce a
rule that people with ordinary human sympathies could follow. While
there are likely to be disagreements about what the volunteers in my
illustration of the original position would do, there is, I believe, a
large measure of agreement.

Sexism
One more general objection to social contract theories is that they try
to come up with rules in isolation from personal relationships and
that this is at best artificial. Why should we try to negotiate behind a
veil of ignorance? This, it may be objected, will provide only ignorant
moral views. Morality, some feminists argue, is undermined by the
liberal individualist conception of persons and morality that gives us
a false view of both persons and moral obligations, a view tailored to
support male dominance.6
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On the face of it, this is odd, since oppression of women or any
other group is something social contract theories are ostensibly
designed to condemn. The fundamental reason for negotiating rules
as if in the original position is to promote fairness of those rules. A
fair rule is defined here as one the volunteers would choose in the
original position. Consider what is wrong with a judge in a court of
law being partial to white middle-class men like himself and giving
harsher sentences to women. The judge is being unfair. He could not
justify the advantages given to his own group in the original position.
The original position seems to provide us with a definition of fair-
ness that can be applied to real cases with reasonable results. Femi-
nists point out, however, that the appeal to rational impartiality in
ethical theories has often been a tool for the oppression of women.7

A related major problem with social contract theories is that they
get fairness via impartiality and tend to get impartiality to an unrea-
sonable extreme. We might, if we are too simplistic, have a theory that
requires a mother to let her children go hungry while she supports
starving children in other countries. That is an insanely impartial
treatment of the children. That is why the social contract theory used
here requires that the rules be such that ordinary people with com-
mon human sympathies could follow those rules. This allows for spe-
cial obligations of a mother to her children without ignoring the
starving children abroad. The volunteers might, for instance, make it
a moral duty of wealthy societies to send aid to the starving while
allowing aid from individuals to be supererogatory. Within the origi-
nal position, the volunteers would have to try to distinguish the kinds
of cases where impartiality is required from those where partiality is
merited. The courtroom, the legislature, and the stage of interna-
tional affairs are different contexts from those in which families or
friends make moral decisions affecting one another.

Some feminists, nonetheless, have tended to see this way of decid-
ing moral questions as a wolf in sheep’s clothing, or at best wrong-
headed. The history of misogyny in the thought of such major
philosophers as Aristotle and Kant and some social contract theorists
is well documented.8 Even Rawls, who says that gender is one of the
advantages which is not known in the original position is suspected
of sneaking patriarchy in by making heads of families the choosers of
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rules in the original position.9 But I believe that the original position
as I have described it avoids this problem. My version would not serve
Rawls’s purposes, but it may avoid the feminists’ objections. I have a
much less ambitious project than Rawls here. I wish to have a practi-
cal way for people to discuss moral questions including those that go
beyond their parochial concerns.

Insidious individualism and impartiality
Even if I have managed to avoid the charge of misogyny, the moral
theory and conception of person used here might be thought to be
part of a tradition individualism for persons and impartiality in ethics
that undermines morality.10 There are two relevant themes in con-
temporary feminism that I shall, following Marilyn Friedman, refer to
as the doctrines of “the social self ” and “partiality.”11 First consider
the social self. Many feminist and some non-feminist philosophers
hold that:

the self is inherently social to some degree or other. In
its identity, character, interests, and preferences, it is
constituted by, and in the course of, relationships to
particular others, including the network of relation-
ships that locate it as a member of certain communi-
ties or social groups.12

This brings us to partiality in ethics. Since we, as persons, are con-
stituted by our relationships with other persons in the groups to
which we belong, our moral obligations are seen, by some feminists,
as explicable only in terms of our partiality to those with whom we
are related. In the extreme case, the defenders of partiality see no place
for impartiality in our ethical judgments.

Let us begin with examples of the opposed parties in the partial-
ity debate. On the side of care ethics, adopted by many feminists, we
have Nel Noddings, whose original form of care ethics made the rela-
tionship of reciprocal caring essential to moral obligation.13 This
strongly ties obligations to partiality. James Rachels draws out the
contrast of care ethics with theories that accept general moral princi-
ples—akin to the social contract theory which I favour—by consid-
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ering our obligations to starving children in distant lands. Rachels
reports that because there is no possibility of a one-to-one encounter
with these children in which they could acknowledge our care, we have
no obligation to care for them according to Noddings.14 Friedman
notes, on the other hand, that feminists like Virginia Held, for
instance, speak of developing concern for children abroad by learning
to empathize with them using our relationships at home. Friedman
still sees this as a limit of the social conception of the self, though
“its inability to ground the widest sort of concern for others in
unmediated constituents of the self.”15 Unlike some of the propo-
nents of care ethics, I see this as a need for more than the social self
and the ethics of partiality. Nonetheless, I think the feminist critique
of ethics from Noddings, Held, and many others demands a response
and a reworking of theories that leave out the importance of personal
relationships in ethics.

On the other side, a sophisticated form of a social contract ethics
abstracted from personal relations and depending on rational bar-
gaining—represented via game theory—to justify cooperation is rep-
resented by David Gauthier.16 Here the primary metaphor, the
prisoners’ dilemma, is of two prisoners unable to communicate with
one another and placed in a quandary about whether or not to coop-
erate with the authorities. Now I will not attempt to do justice to
Gauthier’s views any more than to Noddings’. My purpose in putting
forward these examples is to note an interesting similarity of the con-
clusions they draw, conclusions which I wish to avoid. Gauthier tells
us: “John Locke wrote that ‘an Hobbist…will not easily admit a great
many plain duties of morality.’ Although our understanding of human
motivation and rationality is less restrictive than Hobbes’s, yet the
moral theory we have developed is clearly ‘Hobbist’ in its emphasis on
mutual constraint.” This emphasis, Gauthier goes on to say, does not
give us conventional morality: “Animals, the unborn, the congenitally
handicapped and defective, fall beyond the pale of a morality tied to
mutuality.”17 Perhaps distant starving children would suffer the same
expulsion from the moral community. Whether it is Noddings’
mutual caring or contractarian mutual constraint, the mutuality will
rule out some to whom we conventionally have obligations.
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Following Jane English,18 I have tried to allow for moral obliga-
tions without reciprocity and for rules which have some chance of
gaining compliance by emphasizing sympathies. The volunteers in the
original position are told that they must choose rules with which real
people can comply. Therefore they must take ordinary human sympa-
thies into account. That is why the volunteers would not hesitate to
make charity begin at home and why they would not let it end there.
Knowing that they would be very strongly bound to their own chil-
dren, the volunteers would not want to have to sacrifice their chil-
dren’s interests to distant children, should they be among the
fortunate who can feed their children well. Knowing that they might
themselves parent starving children elsewhere, the volunteers would
not wish to deny all obligations to these children by others distant
from them. They would have to come to some view that allowed pri-
ority to be given to one’s own without leaving the needy out of con-
sideration, no matter how distant. Of course, the devil is in the
details, but we can at least argue about how much to give to whom if
we can agree on our duties to give in very general terms, at least
nation to nation.

Three feminist objections
Three objections to social contract theories tend to be bundled
together in the feminist critique:

1. The social contract idea of the original position takes away the
context of relationships needed by the social self to make ethical
decisions. I refer to this objection as decontextualization.

2. The use of general principles or rights applied impartially is artifi-
cial since each case of moral decision making is unique. I refer to
this objection as artificial impartiality.

3. Metaphysical concepts of a person other than the social self pro-
mote a view of ethics as a contest by making persons atomistic
individuals cooperating only out of necessity and adopting mini-
mal constraints on their liberty. I refer to this objection as artifi-
cial isolation.

According to this kind of objection, understanding, love, sympathy,
and care are pushed out of ethics in favour of the rules restricting
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competition in the interests of the majority of competitors. This
combination of objections is sometimes aimed at views about persons
and morality lumped under the heading,“liberal individualism.” It
contains elements of liberal views in the nineteenth century which
have become conservative views of today. I will try to show that I
avoid the excesses of such extreme individualism and avoid these
objections. To respond to the feminist critique, I wish to distinguish
the use of social contract ideas that I make from that which is oppres-
sive and to try to find a workable view between the extreme positions
on either side of the debate over ethical partiality. To do this, I will
first consider the objections to ethical views and then work on the
metaphysical aspects of individuality.

My response to decontextualization is that context comes into
play when we are trying to decide the details. The general principles
are established in the social contract. What we do in different cases
may be very different things, although all are subsumable under one
principle. In case it appears that I am trying to have it both ways,
notice that we must accept varied applications of principles in all
sorts of areas, not just in ethics. For example, it is a good principle of
fire fighting that when we want to put out a fire we should deprive it
of oxygen. To put out the campfire we might throw on sand or water
but, if we have burning fat in the kitchen, we should use baking soda.
The different contexts require very different actions in the applica-
tion of one and the same principle. Similarly, a duty of beneficence
requires us to do varied things for different beneficiaries of our
actions depending on such things as the closeness of the relation of
ourselves to those who benefit. The hunger of our own children is not
the same sort of fire to put out as the hunger of distant children who
are not related to us.

I hope it is clear from this discussion how artificial impartiality
and artificial isolation are also avoided. Of course it is not required
that we treat our children and other children impartially without
regard to the closeness of the relationship. That would not be in
accord with the requirement on the volunteers that they make rules
that people with ordinary human sympathies can follow. The use of
the social contract ideas that I propose can, moreover, deal with cases
in which impartiality is required, the case of the judge mentioned
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above, for instance. Nor is there any need to treat real individuals as
artificially isolated and combative just because we use the original
position to look beyond our parochial concerns. The rich textures of
our relationships are fully relevant to our moral decision making since
they affect our sympathies. That is not to say that we leave competi-
tion out of consideration. The original position uses competing
interests to generate fair rules but not in a way that ignores the
importance of human relationships.

The problems for social contract theory mentioned here are only
partially addressed. There is certainly much room for debate around
such concepts as that of ordinary human sympathies. While there is
not enough space here to include much more than the beginnings of
the debate, at least I have indicated the general direction of my replies
to certain interesting objections. I turn now to further applications of
my views of persons and morality.

Allocation of scarce medical resources

The rules chosen in the original position (in my metaphor the rules
the UN volunteers would choose) would include rules for allocating
scarce medical resources to people rather than to human beings who
are not people and are not likely to become people. But the commit-
tee would not accept a rule that says that those who have advantages
shall get more advantages within the class of persons. Fearing, for
instance, having a body which limits abilities, a volunteer on this com-
mittee would ask for democracy within the class of persons. Fairness
of allocation of resources among persons would not treat the acci-
dental advantages of birth as merits. From the original position vol-
unteers would not accept a rule which tells us to save the most
able-bodied and brightest people first, since volunteers would have no
good reason to think they are among those people. Recall the white
lie that the volunteers believe—that they could have impaired mental
or physical abilities when they return to their normal state.

The rules for allocation within the class of persons would be
closer to a first-come-first-served rule, but that rule would have to be
qualified. Clearly a person with a fatal disease and weeks to live
should not block a person with a chance for a long life from receiving
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treatment. Volunteers would consider their best interests over a life-
time, for they do not know their own ages. Unfortunately, actual deci-
sions are rarely so clear cut. There are many things that we might
weigh in the balance, such as gratitude for past actions, and abilities
and propensities to perform future actions for which we would be
grateful. Providing rules which do not conflict with ordinary human
sympathy requires attention to our relationships and partiality.

Suppose, for instance, in a medical centre in the far north where
resources and time are limited, we are faced with saving an old shift-
less prospector from the south well known as a drain on the commu-
nity or saving a well-loved elder who has served the community well.
This elder’s guidance is crucial for the community’s well being. Are we
really to flip a coin? Would we choose, in the original position, a rule
which would deny the elder the care because she lost the coin toss?
From the original position we might try to choose rules that would
favour the elder since we would wish, in self-interest, to promote the
society which results from such allocations. We would also think of
where our sympathies would lie and compliance with rules. We might
be willing to take our chances of winding up as the prospector in such
a situation. Nonetheless we would frame our rules so that there is a
heavy onus of justification resting on the shoulders of those who
would depart from the first-come-first-served rule. The right to life-
saving medical treatment of the individual would have to be weighed
against the rights of others. In the case of the elder and the prospec-
tor, we honour more rights and offend fewer sympathies by saving the
elder because of the dependence of others on the elder and gratitude
to the elder. Seen from the original position, it is a better bet that we
would be helped—rather than hurt by this weighing of rights.

Beyond consequentialism
But some will smell a whiff of sulphur here. If we really were to put
such rules into practice, would we not be sliding into the pit of moral
consequentialism where the end justifies the means? I think not, and I
think the volunteers would not like consequentialism. The volunteers
would want some individual rights to protect themselves against the
ends of community benefits that can always be used by utilitarians to
justify the means of harming individuals. In the original position it is
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in the interests of the volunteers to strike a balance between rights of
the individual and the community. Volunteers would want to keep
some advantages they might have in the real world, but not allow any-
one to have enormous excess at the expense of most others. The social
contract theory, however, tries to get some of the advantages of conse-
quentialism without becoming totally governed by consequences.

In the original position, the volunteers would surely be reluctant
to choose the simple consequentialist rule that whatever is in the
interests of the majority is what is to be done. The volunteers know
that, when they come out of the anesthesia and return to normal life,
they may sometimes find themselves in a happy minority at an advan-
tage over most others and they would not, therefore, choose a rule
which always wipes out that advantage. On the other hand, they might
well find themselves, on occasion, in a majority which suffers because
a few have most of the advantages. One might make a trade. One
could limit the depth to which one might be allowed to fall into a dis-
advantageous situation by limiting at the other end the height of the
advantages one could enjoy. Rather than getting rid of all differenti-
ation of people’s positions, one might accept rules which would pro-
vide a safety net at the bottom and a ceiling at the top. No person
could be treated as if she did not count and no person’s merits could
be trump. It is common sense to hedge one’s bets.

The related point about sympathies is that no person could be
treated as if she did not count no matter how slight her relationship
to ourselves, and no person’s relatedness to ourselves is trump. A
mother who avoids putting her daughter in quarantine might risk ill-
ness and death for many others to whom her daughter might pass an
infection. She cannot justify this because she does not wish to cause
emotional trauma to her daughter. Her partiality to her daughter is
understandable but provides a limited justification. In the original
position, the volunteers would need to limit the degree to which our
sympathy with those close to us could allow us to put them first. Spe-
cial obligations are not always trump.

The way that consequentialism is also limited in rules chosen
from the original position may be illustrated if we vary the story of
the prospector and the elder. Suppose the prospector has arrived ear-
lier than the elder and treatment of the prospector is well under way.
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Treatment would not be abandoned in this case to save the elder, even
though this would have a better outcome for the community as a
whole. The anaesthetized volunteers would want advantages, once
gained, not to be totally volatile.

Beyond meritocracy and egalitarianism
From the original position, both totally egalitarian societies and mer-
itocracies would look bad because of their tendencies to reverse allo-
cations already made and thereby to undo advantages which have been
gained without force or fraud. Because it is in the interest of the vol-
unteers to promote a stable society, they would oppose rules that take
away advantages which were gained without force or fraud as opposed
to luck or pluck. Common sense would tell the volunteers that their
rules should allow them to hang on to what they have. On the other
hand, they would want to arrange things so that nobody can monop-
olize advantages. Someone with so much luck or pluck that he corrals
many advantages while others are needy should not be allowed to hold
on to things that go to waste. Here we are applying a view of John
Locke’s, his spoilage condition that says we may take “as much as any
one can make use of to any advantage of life before it spoils.”19

Another relevant proviso from Locke on keeping what you have is that
enough of the advantage of the same quality is left for those who
come later.

Where services in health care are concerned, scarcity of resources
makes the application of Locke’s ideas tricky. If I use services or med-
icines that the society provides, there may very well not be enough and
as good health care for those who come later, even if I am careful not
to hoard such resources.

Not just new and exotic treatments but standard health care
becomes more scarce as populations increase and economies founder.
Not only concerning life-saving medical care but, regarding health
care in general, questions are being raised about the allocation of this
care on a first-come-first-served basis. Ethics committees in hospi-
tals, for instance, may be asked to suggest policy regarding the reserv-
ing of some treatments for those who are not so infirm or advanced
in age as to make the outcome extremely dubious. A physician
remarked to me, in the context of discussing this issue, that 50 per-
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cent of health care dollars in British Columbia are spent on people in
the last six months of their lives. Long-term care facilities may house
many patients who are well below any reasonable threshold for being
persons and, hence, below the threshold for being the persons their
families knew before advanced age or illness robbed those persons of
their capacities.

Of course rules that gave summary loss of treatment to human
beings as soon as they had fallen below enough thresholds to cease
being persons would not be rules with which people with ordinary
human sympathies would comply. We need some time to come to
terms with the loss of a person that occurs before bodily death.
Nonetheless, seeing themselves threatened by allowing far too much
time for such accommodation, the volunteers would limit the degree
to which treatment could continue when resources are short. It is
strongly in their interest to do so.

Problems arise also at the other end of human life. In neo-natal
care units we spend millions saving newborns even after a mere twenty-
week pregnancy. These newborns will probably have ongoing health
problems all of their lives. Locke’s spoilage condition might be applied
to some of these newborns who may become persons. If their lives are
likely to be prolonged but not to their advantage, the resources should
be given to others in need. Even those who never have the potential to
become persons may use enormous quantities of resources. As our
health care systems stagger under the weight of supporting such
patients as if they were persons, we need to separate clearly the treat-
ment which is the moral right of all human beings from the treatment
which is the moral right only of persons. The rights of human beings
are not a matter of genetics, but had by virtue of the close relationship
between the class of persons and the class of human beings. As far as
we know, given that Byzantine essentialism is correct, all persons are
human beings, although not all human beings are persons.

We already make many decisions in accord with that concept of a
person which I explained in the previous chapter. The medical profes-
sion in my locale has apparently stopped doing many life-saving oper-
ations on patients who appear to be clearly below some threshold. For
example, one hears that few to no bypass operations are being done on
those who clearly no longer have capacities for thought, memory, or
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emotion. If resources are dedicated instead to those whose abilities are
obviously above the thresholds, few would take the reallocation amiss,
given that there are not enough resources to give all who need the oper-
ation to stay alive. First-come-first-served is a rule which is constantly
being qualified. We ought to devote resources first to people and only
then to those human beings who are no longer—and likely never again
to be—or not yet—and unlikely to become—people. Resources are not
so tight that we are unwilling to err on the side of generosity in let-
ting human beings be treated as people. Having human chromosomes
is no longer a guarantee of treatment, if it ever was.

On the other hand, those who are not persons may have certain
rights as well under the terms agreed to by the volunteers. For those
outside the group of persons, it would be reasonable to differentiate
treatment on the basis of their similarity to persons and on the degree
to which they have a chance of becoming persons. Their similarity
engages our sympathies. Consideration of sympathies is necessary for
making the rules of the sort that people can follow. As far as the vol-
unteers know, the potential to be a person is all that some of the vol-
unteers may have once the rule-making exercise is completed. The
volunteers believe the white lie that they will possibly be preserved for
life in a later generation.

As seen from the original position then, egalitarian considerations
have a qualified use within groups of people. This is a block to
attempts to differentiate treatment on the basis of the degree to
which a patient is a person. For those outside the circle, however, deci-
sions about allocation might well look to the degree of similarity to
persons or to the degree of potential for becoming persons. I seem to
remember an outcry in the press when a well-known chimpanzee, who
had demonstrated certain cognitive and conative capacities like ours,
was to be used for vivisection. Well we might ask about the other
chimpanzees who are used in this way without any notice being taken.
Animals who are more like people than are some human beings should
be accorded special respect because of their capacities. The volunteers
in the original position would, in self-interest, demand respect for
such abilities so that their own would be respected. They would not
wish to undermine the sympathies of persons for persons by allowing
people to act harshly toward those who resemble persons. It is rea-
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sonable for the volunteers to bet that they would have need of such
sympathies once they are not in the original position but in the real
world where their rules may apply.

Informed consent and access to information

From the original position volunteers would choose rights to infor-
mation prior to giving consent to operations or to their use as exper-
imental subjects. Indeed, volunteers would want information about
themselves generally. These rights apply to all research on persons and
to government record keeping. They are urgent questions as well in
medical practice. By the nature of medical practice, the patient cannot
have as much information as the practitioner. One very difficult pol-
icy to state is that regarding the degree to which consent must be
informed. This will depend partly on the degree to which the patient
is a person. Roughly speaking, the more one is a person the more one
has the capacity to assimilate such information and make a judgment
on one’s own behalf. From the original position volunteers would
choose to give the patient’s own view of the patient’s competence a
very heavy weight in these matters. In short, volunteers would oppose
paternalism because it is a reasonable bet that volunteers would turn
out to be the best judges and protectors of their own self-interest
when they got back to their ordinary lives.

Paternalism
In the past, doctors were brought up in a rather paternalistic medical
culture in which they passed little diagnostic information to patients.
Even now, legal difficulties to one side, probably the moral question
most physicians would ask themselves is, Would this information do
my patient more harm than good? The culture is changing, however,
to admit that the autonomy of patients who are persons must be
respected even when some harm will be done by such respect.

To see the knife-edge on which doctors must balance principles,
consider an example. Diagnostic test results are generally considered
information to which competent adults—as autonomous persons—
have a right. If a gynecologist has a young patient who presents as a
woman but is diagnosed as having testicular feminization and, conse-
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quently, a male chromosome profile, full information will not usually
be disclosed to the patient. If the patient were told that she had the
profile of a man, the patient might suffer from difficulties with gen-
der identification. In some cases, full disclosure of this diagnosis has
led to extreme psychological trauma and even suicide. Clearly health
care professionals may come under conflicting requirements in cases
of autonomy and access to information. From the original position,
we would want our autonomy respected but not if it would injure us
to no good purpose. To justify not respecting autonomy we would
have to make a very good case that immanent harm (not wished by the
person who would suffer that harm) would be avoided.

This illustrates the mammoth task of the volunteers in the orig-
inal position. With each of the rules they would put forward in the
original position, they would have many paragraphs of general excep-
tions and examples as guidance for the decision makers in real world
societies trying to abide by these rules. It is, nonetheless, not an
impossible task. It is more difficult than, but comparable to, the task
each of us might face in writing a living will to specify what should
be done in a future veiled from us by our ignorance of the future state
of our health.

Moral limits on research and experimentation

Once again, the primary issue here is informed consent. Informing
research participants fully may destroy a research study and inhibit
the discovery of important data. Failing to inform them may consti-
tute a breach of their rights as persons. Mainly universities and
research hospitals face this dilemma, but the debates about informed
consent are relevant to ordinary medical practice in many areas. For
example, informing a patient about the details of a procedure may
lessen the opportunities for success if the patient is sufficiently fear-
ful. In this case as well, health care professionals are expected to make
a judgment about which takes precedence, the autonomy of persons
or doing what is best, medically speaking, for patients. The same rule
discussed above requiring respect for autonomy except where justified
by avoiding immanent harm to the patient seems to apply in this case.
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Persons and informed consent
We may, however, forgo considerable benefits from research if we

insist on informed consent. Consequentialists might think the con-
cept of a person too weak to stand in the way of the general increase
in human happiness that might come from less hobbled research.
From the original position, however, we would want to be sure that we
were not going to be used, without reasonably informed consent, as
laboratory rats. While fully informed consent is impossible without
giving the subjects an education like that of the experimenters, it is
usually easy enough to see what the experimenter would be interested
in knowing if the experimenter were in the participant’s shoes. From
the original position, one does not know which shoes one will wear.
The rule is, therefore, that the experimenter should tell the subject
what the experimenter would want to know if their roles were reversed
and if common sense guided risk taking. This ensures treating the
participant as a person rather than an experimental animal. It would
mean foregoing some experiments which would be impossible with
such reasonably informed consent.

Here too we must distinguish between merely human beings and
persons. We tend to protect all human beings from harm in experi-
mentation, but informed consent is only possible for persons. The
protection for all, moreover, is justified in the original position by con-
cerns about persons being mistaken for mere human beings and deep
sympathy for human beings generally. In some cases, it is clear that we
are dealing with a human but not a person. We allow experimentation,
for example, on neo-morts in hospitals with the consent of the next of
kin. Because the neo-morts’ brains are not functioning, they are not
persons. On the other hand, those whose brains function sufficiently
to maintain them as living human beings without life-support systems
but who probably have no significant cognitive function would not be
thought to be proper subjects for experimentation. For instance, some
permanently vegetative human beings in long-term care facilities
would be in this category. Perhaps if we were as certain as we are with
the neo-morts that these human beings would never again be persons,
we would not have quite the same qualms, but their similarity to us is
greater; so they would not likely be treated like neo-morts. The gen-
eral rule chosen from the original position might well be this: when in
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doubt, protect a human being as a person should be protected. Since
the volunteers are betting on rules with their own self-interest in
mind, however, they would have to weigh carefully their chances, on
the one hand, of being a person who is mistaken for a human being in
a vegetative state and, on the other hand, being a person who suffers
because of the lack of knowledge which might have been gained
through more liberal experimentation. The volunteers might, however,
let the general rule stand in any case just to support sympathy for
human beings on which so many of their interests and the compliance
with—and, hence, the usefulness of—their rules would depend.

Non-human subjects of research
Non-human experimental animals might also be accorded more
respect according to the rules of the social contract than they are cur-
rently accorded. In their own self-interest the volunteers would want
to have the advantages which come to people from the use of animals
in experimentation, but the volunteers would also want to inhibit
needless suffering in any sentient being, not just those which resem-
ble us. To allow suffering is to undermine one’s own security by
undermining the sympathy on which security rests. Those in the orig-
inal position would not favour the ideal of the dispassionate scientist.
It is an ideal of scientists, not a view likely to appeal to those who are
trying to minimize their risks in accord with common sense. I think
the volunteers would want to promote a robust sympathy for sentient
beings more than they would want to promote uninhibited scientific
experimentation on sentient beings.

The case for preventing suffering in non-human animals becomes
all that much stronger where the resemblance is greater. Previously I
have noted that chimpanzees have 98 percent of our chromosomal
makeup and may be able to use to some extent such languages as
American Sign Language for the Deaf. If we justify vivisection on
such animals to benefit ourselves through research, we are in grave
danger of undermining the sympathies that prevent doing the same to
some human beings. Since the volunteers would have to choose rules
that people with ordinary human sympathies could follow, they will
take resemblance to human beings as highly relevant when they set
rules to prevent suffering and death.
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Euthanasia

Euthanasia is taking over from abortion as the topic of biomedical
ethics most in the public eye and before the courts. Consequently it
provides excellent examples of pressures on ethical decision making
which may go on in medical settings. Attention to even the abbrevi-
ated discussion here could, perhaps, urge the debate within those set-
tings in new directions.

It is useful to distinguish at least six kinds of euthanasia: volun-
tary, in which the person requests death, non-voluntary, in which the
recipient is incapable of making requests, involuntary, in which the per-
son requests life-saving aid that is denied,20 and each of these three
may be active or passive. This last distinction is hazy. Is doctor-assisted
suicide active or passive? In accepting a patient’s refusal of life sup-
port is a doctor causing a death or merely allowing a patient to cause
her own? Disagreements here are not merely about the moral value of
actions of persons but about what constitutes an action and what
constitutes a person. Actions are, roughly, the behaviour of human
beings caused by the intentions of the corresponding persons, and
corresponding persons are as described in the last chapter. On this
view, not giving a patient antibiotics when the patient has pneumonia
is as much an action as giving the patient a lethal injection. The ques-
tion in either case remains, Is euthanasia morally justified in this
instance? Given this rough characterization of action volunteers can
consider what to say about the six kinds of euthanasia.

Acting in their own self-interest but behind a veil of ignorance
about their lots in life to come, the volunteers would choose contrac-
tual terms that would make life worth living, as much as possible, no
matter what lot is drawn. On the other hand, they would also, per-
haps, permit the termination of the life of a person were it to be a
totally unbearable life. A human body which was not a person could,
under very special circumstances, permissibly be killed too. If brain
damage, for example, in that body were so severe that no person were
really present in it, killing that body would not be killing a person.
Different rules would protect human beings who were not persons,
though the volunteers would want to severely restrict harm to human
beings as well. The self-interest of the anaesthetized committee, the
volunteers in the original position, would lead them to provide for
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their continuation if they are once in the real world having lives worth
living. If their lives in the real world became a burden to them, they
would want to be able to have themselves killed without suffering at
their considered and reasonable request.

Voluntary euthanasia
From the original position, then, one would want the power to end
one’s life in the real world if it were truly unbearable. People make
mistakes about their future degree of suffering and about its proba-
ble duration. Sometimes they are glad to have lived after all, some-
times not. Voluntary euthanasia, therefore, should be allowed only
under strict controls to prevent a person from accepting euthanasia
because of pressure, misinformation, or temporary despondency.

One should also be able to make the choice of death while still a
person and have it carried out later when one is no longer able to
commit suicide. This would usually be called active euthanasia. When
only the human being remains but the person has, prior to falling
below some threshold, requested euthanasia, it should still be carried
out. I suppose it could be called both “active” and “voluntary” in such
a case, though some dispute the use of voluntary acceptance of death
when much time has elapsed since acceptance was expressed. In the
original position, however, volunteers would choose to be in charge of
their own bodies in the real world even when they can no longer con-
trol their bodies, if only to prevent the mere behaviour of those bod-
ies from being mistaken for their actions. The dignity of persons
depends on persons’ wishes about their own bodies being given great
weight in any decision about how to treat those bodies. The volun-
teers would, in any case, be making a reasonable bet if they put for-
ward rules which protect persons’ power over their own bodies.

It seems we should not rest too much on the distinction between
“passive” and “active.” These terms have no precise meaning. Active
euthanasia is, roughly, the mercy killing of a person assisted by some
other person, while passive euthanasia is mercifully letting a person
or human being die, or benign neglect. Neglect, however, is not always
as benign as more vigorous steps to bring about a patient’s death. In
the original position we would choose a rule by which we could get
help to end our own suffering in a hopeless case. Avoidance of need-
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less, pointless pain is the way of common sense. Some may choose to
suffer to the end, but it should be a choice. If there is a point to suf-
fering to the end, it should be a point of the person who is suffering.
As usual, I assume that it would be a reasonable bet, a rule of com-
mon sense, if we were volunteers in the original position, to keep our
options in the real world as open as possible and keep as much con-
trol as possible over ourselves. If we had to make rules to govern us
in an unknown future, it would make sense to maximize the personal
choices we would be permitted in that future.

Non-voluntary euthanasia
In cases of non-voluntary euthanasia the will of the person or the
remaining human being to be killed is not knowable with any cer-
tainty. One can consult those who knew the person when communi-
cation was possible and make the best guess. Protecting ourselves in
the original position, we would want to distinguish two main kinds of
cases. In the first, the patient cannot request euthanasia, because the
patient is no longer a person. A patient in a permanent coma, for
example, is a living human being but not a person. In cases like this,
non-voluntary euthanasia is permissible. In cases, however, where
there is some reasonable expectation of revival of a person in the body,
non-voluntary euthanasia would not be permissible. The volunteers
would choose to err on the side of keeping human beings alive point-
lessly as long as the cost of this policy is not prohibitive. It would be
in their interest to protect themselves in case of a future loss of abil-
ities which might prove temporary, though temporary against all
odds. On the other side they would have to weigh the costs to them-
selves of keeping others alive pointlessly. Probably the best the vol-
unteers can do here is give guidelines for judgments to be made on a
case-by-case basis. A chance of recovery should normally be a reason
for keeping a person alive. This is consistent with saying that extreme
circumstances make for harsher choices. For example, triage has been
used where resources are very scarce.

In the second kind of case, much rarer, a person exists but cannot
communicate. One could even be conscious but so severely injured
that one cannot give instructions even by a sign. In the original posi-
tion it would be rational to put stringent restrictions on non-volun-
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tary euthanasia to ensure that it was only used on persons in cases
where the patient could be shown, with moral if not epistemological
certainty, to be incapable of regaining the capacity to communicate
her decision. In the original position we might, out of self-interest,
wish to have a decision made for us on the basis of what a reasonable
person would do if so terribly injured. Medical experts could deter-
mine the likelihood of survival and the future condition of the person
so far as could be known. If the prospects were only for agony, for
instance, then non-voluntary euthanasia would be justifiable. Once
again, I think common sense tells us to pick a rule which promotes
our survival only if our lives are worth living. If possible, one’s own
judgments about what life is worth living should be used to decide
one’s own case.

According to some principle which I have failed to master, stop-
ping life-support systems is often considered morally permissible in
cases of non-voluntary euthanasia, while giving a lethal injection is
not. The first is considered passive, the second active. The only
morally relevant difference I can see is that the lethal injection is
liable to be quicker, more effective, and less likely to cause pain to
what may be, in some way, a sentient being. The similarity of this sen-
tient being to a person should at least move us to minimize pain. Peo-
ple in the original position would take sympathy into account and
rule in favour of euthanasia in such cases. Common sense urges us to
end pointless suffering, but we must be at great pains to ensure that
there is no reasonable expectation of the suffering human being
becoming a person again who is able to decide for herself whether to
live or die and able to communicate the decision.

The law is not in accord with morality on this; so further moral
questions arise about the legal risks, if any, which health care profes-
sionals are morally obligated to take to do what is right for their
patients. In the original position one would not know whether one
would wind up in the position of the patient or the doctor. The rule
might be framed that a doctor who could relieve extreme suffering
through euthanasia with minimal personal legal risk ought to do so.
Risk, however, becomes a morally adequate excuse for not acting in
such cases at fairly low levels of risk, since those in the original posi-
tion would exercise common caution. In self-defence, they would
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excuse readily in such cases a doctor’s unwillingness to cause a death
or to provide the means for others to do so. It would still be morally
incumbent on all to seek a change in the law if the moral rules put
forward by the volunteers were, indeed, at odds with the law.

Involuntary euthanasia
A person who chooses to live should be allowed to do so. Here, how-
ever, the distinction of active from passive begins to have some pur-
chase. The ninety year old who is suffering terribly but afraid to die
should generally be relieved as much as possible of pain and kept alive,
but not at the cost of a misallocation of medical resources according
to our earlier discussion. Such a patient could be allowed to die if the
motive of mercy is combined with that of saving another person who
can benefit much more from resources. In the original position,
though, I suspect that considerations of autonomy would win out,
denying the permissibility of any pure case of involuntary euthanasia.
Even a patient who is suffering the tortures of the damned who
chooses to live should not be shown to death’s door actively or pas-
sively if the resources are available without misallocation to honour
the patient’s wish to live. Nonetheless, I would expect the volunteers
to weigh more heavily the importance of having their lives saved when
they might have much life left to live than the importance of having
their lives saved when they are sure to die soon. This too seems to be
common sense. Common sense prevails in moments of calm reflec-
tion, though one may lose sight of it when one, or one’s dearest, is on
the deathbed. The volunteers might agree to rules in the original posi-
tion which they know they might not wish to follow under some cir-
cumstances in the real world. We make rules which force our future
selves to be sensible.

What about Daphne?
Daphne, who requested euthanasia frequently during the three
months prior to her final descent into dementia, is now in the condi-
tion she feared and wished to avoid via euthanasia. Daphne now is cer-
tainly not the person who existed before dementia overtook her. It is
very doubtful that Daphne remains in the class of persons. She was
reduced to being first like a babbling infant and then like a silent one

441

Applica-

tions of My 

Concept 

of a Person



with no potential to develop as an infant would. Now that her chance
for a remission is certainly gone, her request for euthanasia should be
honoured, on the face of it. The volunteers would want, were they to
be in the real world, their wishes concerning their bodies to be fol-
lowed. Even after their minds had gone they would want previously
expressed wishes to be followed. At the very least, we ought not
aggressively to try to keep Daphne alive.

In life, things are rarely as simple as they are in the abstract. In
this case we discover conflicts of rights. First there are the rights of
the physicians to refuse euthanasia. They would suffer severe legal
sanctions if they practised it. This excuses them from following
Daphne’s wishes. Even the less controversial claim that we ought not
to preserve Daphne in life is difficult to defend. Daphne’s parents
cannot quite believe that she has lost her former capacities except for
what she has obviously lost—her abilities of locomotion and speech.
They cannot believe what the neurologists say. As they see her, she
may be simply trapped in a body which is out of her control. They
strive heroically to maintain her in life and have spoken of pursuing
alternative treatments to what standard medicine offers. The massive
scarring of Daphne’s cerebral cortex makes it certain that their view
of the facts is incorrect. Daphne gradually lost the capacity to think
and to speak like an adult. The intellect cannot survive the death of
the brain tissue which supported it, nor can any treatment bring it
back. Daphne’s parents are willing, however, to hang on and hope for
a miracle. Her parents spend most of their time and efforts on this.
Saving Daphne has become their life.

The conflict of rights is primarily between the right of Daphne
to determine what should happen to her body and the right of her
parents to keep her alive and pursue various treatments. Not all cases
of conflict of rights are this difficult. The parents’ rights to protect
their daughter with help from the public health care system would be
extinguished, for instance, if Daphne were completely brain-dead, but
she is not.

Reflecting on the original position, we get some help with reso-
lution of conflicts of rights, but many points remain moot. If we are
willing to allocate medical resources to keep human beings in
Daphne’s condition alive, then it is hard to see how we could deny her
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parents reasonable access to some resources. If the rules we make in
the original position take into account that we can only follow rules
which accord with our sympathy for persons, then we would arrange
for honouring a parent’s right to enlist society ’s help to battle for the
survival of a son or daughter even when the prognosis is opposed to
any return of the abilities of persons. When there is no probability of
recovery, such a right can be extinguished by competing rights of
other patients to medical resources. This is vague at best, and there
would have to be limits on the type and quantity of resources used to
keep a human being alive for the sake of parents.

In cases like Daphne’s and in less clear cases in our society where
medical resources are not yet taxed to the bitter limit, we fall back on
the principle that when we are in even the slightest doubt we should
treat a human being like a person. Indeed, even when our doubts are
insignificant we tend to do so, at least when other persons’ rights or
sympathies for other persons or human beings promote such treatment.

We are not, however, taking the global view that those in the orig-
inal position would be partly inclined to take. The world as a whole
is reaching that bitter limit. If all resources were distributed without
regard to nationality, we could not support human non-persons in life
at the expense of people elsewhere in the world. Daphne herself was
greatly opposed to the systematic wastefulness of the West and had
great compassion for all who suffer. She would have, I believe, agreed
that euthanasia in cases like hers would be morally right even if it were
considered non-voluntary and active.

The volunteers, however, are to make rules which people who feel
ordinary human sympathy could follow. We know, moreover, that our
sympathies vary with proximity of persons to us both in geography
and in personal relations. This undermines the global view. The vol-
unteers would realize that rules which required distribution of med-
ical or other resources without regard to the proximity of people to
those doing the distributing would be rules that people could not or
would not follow. Rather than distributing resources without regard
to nationality or kinship, the rules chosen by the volunteers would
require that people throughout the world be helped to attain some
minimum standard. A global safety net would be the object of the
rules. In case the volunteers found themselves on the outside of the
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resource-controlling countries looking in, they would want such a
safety net. They would realize, however, that sympathy operates in
such a way as to prevent any egalitarian distribution. To require such
a distribution would make the rules ignored. This is a case where half
a loaf is better than none. Putting this together with another bit of
common sense, that charity begins at home, we modify the distribu-
tion of resources which the volunteers might otherwise like to make.
Rules applicable by those with ordinary human sympathy do not
include a rule requiring parents to let their own child die to preserve
others with a better chance of a life worth living.

Discussing allocation of resources on a hospital ethics commit-
tee, a doctor remarked to me that our society has to relearn when it is
right to let people die. Part of the problem is that our sympathy for
the parents in Daphne’s case makes us want to do things which are
not necessarily in Daphne’s interest nor in the interest of society. In
the original position we would be willing to allow for what would oth-
erwise be unreasonable treatment of a patient to alleviate the distress
of others, but only to the extent that it put no one at risk. From a
global point of view, our medical practices put others at risk, and they
are beginning to do so even here at home. The volunteers would be
ignorant, of course, of their economic circumstances. It would make
only limited sense for them to assure those like Daphne her current
treatment at the expense of those who are clearly persons in need of
life-saving aid but who cannot afford it. We are not at that point yet,
at least not locally. Sympathy still wins over harsh necessity within
the wealthy countries.

The volunteers would put persons first, but in Daphne’s case it is
difficult at best to see how to do so. Daphne’s own wish for euthana-
sia should be taken seriously. Her parents’ right to protect her is very
strong. Her parents are, moreover, currently persons while Daphne is
no longer. This does not extinguish Daphne’s right, but it affects her
interests and capacity to suffer in ways which the volunteers would
have to consider when deciding how conflicts of rights are to be
decided. The right of persons elsewhere to medical resources, however,
abets to some extent Daphne’s right to die. We could, nonetheless, cut
many luxuries before cutting medical care to such human beings as
Daphne if we wished to provide better care elsewhere in the world.
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The question seems, therefore, to come down to the competing
rights of Daphne to euthanasia and of her parents to protect her. If it
is a harm to Daphne to keep her alive and as comfortable as possible,
then it is a harm that no person experiences. The harm to her parents,
on the other hand, to be deprived utterly of their hope would be
almost unbearable. The volunteers would protect the interests of per-
sons much more than those of merely human beings. Daphne cannot
now suffer as her parents can. Even though Daphne was a person
when she requested euthanasia, it seems that to put persons first and
follow rules consistent with sympathy is to support the parents in
Daphne’s case as long as Daphne is kept comfortable and the use of
resources is not extreme. Her parents, on the other hand, cannot
require the rest of society to provide aggressive, invasive treatment,
nor are they morally licensed to inflict unnecessary suffering on
Daphne through such treatment. Our duty to Daphne is to keep her
as free from pain as possible. Our duty to her parents is to give them
the resources, short of aggressive treatment, to keep Daphne alive.
This seems to be the way to put persons first without ignoring the
rights of past persons or of present human beings.

Abortion and infanticide

Here the central concept is often seen as the concept of a person. Pro-
life groups argue that abortion is always morally wrong since it is the
killing of an innocent person. Pro-choice groups deny that the fetus
is a person. This opens up much larger questions which affect most
medical care: What is a person? What are the rights of persons over
and above those of human beings? and Does the potential to become
a person confer any rights? A program for answering the first ques-
tion has been suggested in the last chapter. The answer to the second
and third questions are hinted at in this chapter by looking at the
rules volunteers might choose in the original position. Each of these
rules defines a right and, for persons, a duty. Since those choosing
rules in the original position would want to protect their future selves
in the real world, there would be a general prohibition against us
killing innocent people who are not attacking us. This rule gives each
person a corresponding right to life and a correlative duty not to kill
other innocent people who are not attacking her.
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Potential
A right to life is a poor thing, however, if a right to life-saving aid
does not accompany it. A rule would be accepted which requires us to
come to the aid of other people whose lives are threatened as long as
we can do so without great harm to ourselves or others. How great a
harm must be to provide an excuse for not aiding is a vexed question.
I will reserve it for brief treatment by examples in the sections on for-
eign aid and future generations below. Here I will merely say that,
while we may not be required to be good Samaritans, the opposite
extreme is not likely to be acceptable to the volunteers either.

The right to life and the right to life-saving aid, however, are not
obviously rights of a fetus. A fetus has not yet developed the capaci-
ties which take it across the threshold from being human to being a
person. Persons in the original position would want rules to save per-
sons, but not necessarily rules to save all human beings. Since they do
not know whether they will be persons or only potentially persons
when the anaesthetic wears off, the volunteers would be careful not to
dismiss the interests of those who are not yet persons. A common
presumption is, moreover, that a human being is actually or poten-
tially a person; so any denial of rights to human beings would have to
be carefully weighed.

Abortion should be treated differently from non-voluntary eutha-
nasia for those whose minds are permanently gone because someone
who has passed for the last time below the threshold for being a per-
son has no potential to be one in the future. There is no person to
protect. Someone who still is a person can choose to live or die and
usually can express the choice, so euthanasia in such cases would only
be permissible when voluntary.

The similarity of merely human beings to persons is also relevant in
regard to the volunteer’s choice of rules affecting the fetus. The fact that
a fetus at an early stage of human development has fingers and the fact
that it has gills are both relevant. The one arouses our sympathy while
the other distances it. Compatibility with sympathy is a feature to be
taken into account by any set of rules which is actually to be followed.21

When I am sleeping I have only as potentialities certain capacities
which make me a person and other additional capacities which make
me the particular person I am. Nonetheless, I expect my rights as a
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person and as this person to be respected. I may not be killed, and
promises made to me may not be broken, just because I am not cur-
rently able to do the essential things on demand. Of course capacities
are always potentialities in the sense that they are the potential to do
certain things when they are required. We may, however, not be able to
do things on demand when we are in various states from sleep to tran-
sient global amnesia. In these cases, though, there is good reason to
believe that the abilities will be revitalized. The potential of the fetus
is somewhat different.

Believing that people begin at human conception, some wish to
treat fetuses as people. Fetuses, however, do not yet embody the
essence needed to make a person. The question is begged, Why treat
something which is clearly not yet a person as if it were? Even if we
accept, just for the sake of argument, that fetuses should be treated
as if they were persons, we can see that abortion would still not be
completely ruled out. In the original position, a volunteer would not
know if she would eventually be a woman needing an abortion for
physical or psychiatric reasons. The volunteer would want to protect
such a woman’s interests since they might be the volunteer’s own. A
person who is being attacked, even by an innocent, may rightly pro-
duce even a deadly defence in some cases. The right to self-defence
can overrule the right to life.22 But this still avoids the main question,
since few pregnancies are this threatening.

The difficult question is, What moral limits, if any, are there on
the right of women to choose to end a healthy pregnancy? These lim-
its, once we know them, can be modified to the degree that the health
of the fetus or the mother are threatened prior to our facing the deci-
sion about abortion. To say that there is no moral reason to protect a
fetus from abortion is to ignore the matters of similarity to persons
and the potential to become a person. Since those in the original posi-
tion would take sympathy into account, they would recognize that
abortion late in the term would have to be justified by much more
pressing interests of persons than abortion earlier in the term. And
since they would want a rule which protects themselves when they are
temporarily unable to function as persons, they would allow the
potential to become a person to weigh in the balance when the deci-
sion to preserve or take human life is contemplated.
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This potentiality too would increase as the pregnancy continued.
As the fetus gains a greater probability of survival, it has more poten-
tial to become a person. Thus the common idea that abortion
becomes morally less permissible the closer to birth that a fetus gets
is buttressed by the conceptions of a person and of the social contract
used here. On the other hand, the mother, as the most affected per-
son, would be accorded strong rights to autonomy and bodily
integrity by those in the original position. Within the limits of sym-
pathy, the mother’s rights would generally be more powerful than
those of the fetus, as the rights of persons usually are over those of
the merely human. The volunteers would be more concerned to pro-
tect their interests as persons because they would be more capable of
suffering and pleasure as persons than human beings. It is common
sense to worry more about what may happen to you when you can
know about it and care about it than about what may happen when
you would not know what hit you.

The foregoing raises the spectre of infanticide. There are few
taboos stronger in our culture than that against killing innocent chil-
dren. Yet newborn infants are not persons if membership in the class
of persons depends on abilities. Their potential to become persons,
however, is increased by birth since the probability of their surviving
to become persons is greater than the probability of survival prior to
birth. Our sympathy is also greatly increased once the infant is living
in the world like ourselves rather than within the mother. Infanticide
commonly goes beyond the limits of our sympathy.

It is useful to look at a culture in which infanticide has been
deemed permissible, the Inuit culture. At times when there were insuf-
ficient resources to keep a family from starving, infants—as new
mouths to feed—were put to death. In harsh conditions, a choice had
to be made between the survival of a family and the survival of a new-
born infant. To suppose that a human infant had an absolute right to
live in such circumstances would be to condemn the family to slow
suicide. When food is plentiful, the Inuit demonstrate abundant
devotion to their young of the kind that one would expect of sympa-
thetic people. The rules put forward by the volunteers would have to
be applied in such a way as to give variable results with varying con-
ditions. They would put persons first and protect human beings who
are not persons as much as possible, while preserving persons.
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Future interests
The right to life of persons generally outweighs the future interest23

in a personal life of human beings who are not yet persons. To illus-
trate the concept of a future interest, consider a purchase of a valu-
able piece of art. The purchaser has, let us suppose, paid half the cost
down and is paying the remainder of the price in instalments. On full
payment, it is agreed, the purchaser will become the owner. Until then
the purchaser cannot take the art. Nonetheless, the purchaser has an
ever-strengthening future interest which, from a moral point of view,
prevents the current owner from doing whatever she pleases. The cur-
rent owner could not, for example, exhibit the work under risky con-
ditions. Similarly, the closer a human being comes to being a person,
the stronger entitlement that human being has, under the rubric of
future interest, to such things as life-saving medical treatment. In
Western societies, where resources are currently plentiful, the future
interest of an infant is very strong indeed.

If we took a global view, then this future interest is weakened in
competition with the rights of the needy persons already in existence
throughout the world. Of course the sympathy for those close to us,
particularly our own offspring, makes a usable set of rules take the
global view only in so far as is necessary to provide some global safety
net. No rule which required people to deprive their own newborns to
save strangers in the Third World would be compatible with ordinary
human sympathy. Restricting the number of children per couple in
the wealthy countries would, however, be reasonable, assuming that a
child born among the wealthy will use eight or more times the
resources of a child born in the Third World.

Even looking only within our own society, there are cases where
the future interest would be weak, indeed cases in which infanticide
as a form of non-voluntary euthanasia would be permissible. Consider
cases of birth defects too severe to allow a chance of development of
the human infant into a person. If the prognosis were for two weeks
of agony before an inevitable death, it would be better to kill a new-
born infant than to merely allow it to die through the supposedly
benign neglect of passive euthanasia. The very sympathy which pre-
vents killing in most cases requires it in rare cases. Some cases will be
very difficult to decide since we will have varying degrees of certainty
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about the chances a particular infant has to develop into a person. In
our decisions, we should keep in mind the rights of the mother and
other closely affected persons. These rights may outweigh the future
interests of the infant. Fortunately, the cases in which these rights and
future interests conflict are relatively rare. They are, however, heart-
rending where they do occur, and we need strong principles such as
those I have been suggesting to deal with them. We should put peo-
ple first, just as the volunteers would require.

It may be thought that the deck is stacked if we ask the volunteers
to write rules concerning abortion or infanticide. Even behind the veil
of ignorance they would not believe they might be fetuses or infants.
They are, however, unaware of their capacities. It might turn out that
they are only potentially persons once the drug wears off, so far as
they know. They would have to offer some protection to potential
persons. Our sympathies toward potential persons to whom we are
closely related amplify this point. Still, it makes more sense to be con-
cerned about protecting one’s life after one has developed to the point
of being aware that one is a person. A failure of this protection could
cause the volunteers greater suffering than a failure to protect merely
potential persons. It is common sense to worry more about losing our
life when we could agonize over it than about losing it when we would
not be capable of valuing life.

Genetics and human reproduction

Questions frequently raised here concern the moral implications of
selective abortion, genetic engineering, surrogate motherhood, and
the rights and duties of biological parents. As we confront these
issues, there are reasons to treat differently from persons human
beings who are not yet persons. A look at some cases may illustrate
the employment of the concept of a person introduced in the last
chapter.

Selective abortion
Treatments for infertility, for example, may give rise to multiple preg-
nancies. This requires the abortion of some of the fetuses in such a
case to maximize the chances of the others being brought to term.
The rights of the parents as people are put foremost here. The future
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interests of the aborted fetuses as human beings are not dismissed,
but they are outweighed by the rights of the parents plus the future
interests of the fetuses which do live. The volunteers would be
unlikely to change this given sufficient global resources to allow fer-
tility clinics.

On the other hand, another case of selective abortion illustrates
the ways in which cultures may collide because of disagreement about
or lack of a concept of a person. Ultrasound clinics have opened that
offer parents the knowledge of the gender of their fetuses. It is alleged
that in some cases those who are anxious to have a male child abort
female fetuses. Here the future interest of the female fetus in becom-
ing a person outweighs the wishes of the parents, as we see things in
the West. Unlike infertility, the lack of male offspring is not, in West-
ern culture, often considered a significant harm to the parents. Human
fetuses may not have a right to life, but they have a strong enough
future interest in life to outweigh mere preferences as opposed to
rights of persons. Putting persons first does not mean that any inter-
est of a person will outweigh any interest of a non-person.

Population control
It is doubtful that the volunteers would uphold what we may suppose
to be a right to have as many children as we wish. The whole discus-
sion of fertility here has been, after all, within the context of affluent
Western culture. If we were to take the global view, limits on the
resources we use, including those we use by having children, might
well be considered the right of those who are cut off from resources.
Fertility clinics would perhaps be contrary to the rules the volunteers
would write. Childless couples could be helped to adopt orphans from
the Third World. Similarly, those with a strong desire for male off-
spring would be the objects of intensive education aimed at making
the world’s people care for the children who are already here rather
than having many children to assure that one is a male. The desire to
reproduce one’s own genotype, however strong a drive it may be, can
be sublimated in an affluent society, and there are many orphaned
children elsewhere in the world needing our care. This moderates the
effects of sympathy for the childless. To protect themselves, the vol-
unteers would wish to restrict the creation of new people in cases
where people in existence were unable to live good lives because of
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inadequate resources. Against this, the volunteers would have to
weigh the degree to which having their own children would be essen-
tial to the development of their own capacities and thus to the enrich-
ment of their lives as persons.

In any case, any restrictions on such personal matters as repro-
duction would have to be imposed in a way compatible with a coun-
terbalancing interest of the volunteers. They would want to be as free
as possible to make choices for themselves. For example, in case they
turn out to be on the outside looking in, the volunteers would want
to make sure that efforts to control population in the Third World
were not coercive but aimed at bettering the economic circumstances
of the people there, giving people the incentives and the education
needed for them to want smaller families as we do in the wealthier
nations. Giving women control of the use of their bodies for repro-
duction would probably also be favoured by the volunteers whose gen-
der has been concealed from them.

Genetic engineering
Now that it seems imminent that geneticists will be able to stitch in
genes for tallness, athletic ability, and other characteristics which par-
ents may wish to have in their offspring, the question arises whether
we should limit intervention in the development of the fetus. Are
genetic alterations significantly different, from a moral point of view,
to other advantages parents give to their fetuses and to their children?
Certainly if there is a danger that the alterations will realize part of
Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley ’s nightmare in the novel Frankenstein,
then the future interest of the fetus and other potential victims would
outweigh the parents’ wishes. Stringent precautions must be taken to
ensure fetal health and human development whether or not genetic
alterations are induced. The self-interest of those in the original posi-
tion would require this; they would not want to live in a world full of
failed experiments.

Within reason, the rights of the parents to enhance the lives of
their offspring are again foremost, and genetic alteration might be
permissible by the volunteers’ rules, if it is known with reasonable
degree of probability to be beneficial to the fetus while unlikely to
harm anyone else. After all, the volunteers would take into account

452

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



their possible future role and desires as parents. It is difficult, how-
ever, to predict future harms coming from such radical changes. What
if the people in the affluent countries could be made biologically
superior to those elsewhere? Genetic engineering could widen the gap
already existing between rich and poor both globally and within
nations. The volunteers would try to make rules that would not exac-
erbate existing inequities. Use of genetic alteration would have to be
strictly controlled to make sure that it was beneficial to most persons,
not just a lucky few.

Surrogate motherhood
The questions here concern primarily the rights of the so-called sur-
rogate mother. She, as a person, has a right to bodily integrity under
the terms acceptable in the original position. She cannot be treated as
a baby factory, nor can the fetus which is dependent on her body be
thought of as the property of another. Those in the original position
would be more concerned about protecting their interests in case they
wound up in the mother’s shoes than they would should they turn out
to be one of those wishing to have someone else bear a child. The rea-
son is that the mother is generally more vulnerable to harm, and the
volunteers have no idea whether they are likely to be in the situation
of the mother.

The resulting child in such a case might be in some ways better
served by being placed in the care of the couple who hired the woman
to bear that fetus. Usually the couple is wealthy and the mother acts
out of financial necessity. Nonetheless, the future interests of the
fetus cannot outweigh the right of the mother to determine what hap-
pens in her body. After the birth, the mother should also, if compe-
tent, be allowed to parent the child if she chooses. In the original
position, those choosing the rules would frame them in such a way as
to give themselves rights acquired by extending themselves physically
as the mother has done. Rules which ignore the strong bond between
mother and child, and the sympathy which people have for the
mother, in this instance would be defeated by the conditions on the
volunteers’ choices. The disappointed couple might still have some
rights to recompense for support given to the mother during the
pregnancy. Perhaps they could even be given the option of co-parent-
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ing the child. Again, in the position of the volunteers, it makes sense
to hedge one’s bets to protect one’s future interests, but they would
protect the most vulnerable first. Common sense requires this of
those who might turn out to be among the most vulnerable.

Foreign aid

Recall now the committee choosing the rules, a committee struck by
the United Nations to hammer out a revised charter of the rights of
people throughout the world. The participants, behind a veil of igno-
rance as they are, would not know what countries they come from.
They would come up with rather different rules for distributing the
world’s wealth than do the wealthy and powerful nations of the world.
These rules would, if the committee members each assiduously pur-
sued her own self-interest, reflect approximately a 20 percent chance
of landing in an economically good situation and an 80 percent
chance of landing in a bad one. The volunteers who are instructed to
act on self-interest would not want such a punitive redistribution of
wealth as to destroy their luck if they were in wealthy nations. They
would, however, insist that much more be done to give the poor a rea-
sonable return for their labour and resources, most of the benefits of
which flow rapidly into the wealthy nations. To develop to the fullest
of one’s abilities, to be as much a person as one can be, to have ful-
filling relationships with other persons, one needs ample resources.
Personal development is, for most human beings, dependent on eco-
nomic development. Much of what is now considered charity coming
from the wealthy to the poor would be duty under rules framed by the
volunteers.

Heading into the unknown, the volunteers would want a chance
for the best but not for the worst. It would make sense for them to
limit the worst-case scenario for their futures even at the cost of lim-
iting the best outcome. It would be wise for them to ensure that the
duty of all was to provide a minimum standard of living for everyone
in the world. This might involve population control, but probably the
rate of increase of the population goes down as economic well being
goes up.24 Providing themselves with a safety net would be common
sense caution for the volunteers even if it meant that they could only
have the potential to be millionaires instead of billionaires, should
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they make a lucky landing in the real world. Certainly a right to life-
saving aid would be a minimal part of the safety net. The wealthy
would be required to overcome famine in other parts of the world.

This raises the question to what degree the wealthy could be obli-
gated to suffer to aid the poor. The volunteers, remember, make their
decisions based on self-interest. Since they have a chance of being
wealthy, they do not wish to allow rules which require extreme sacri-
fice to aid others who are starving abroad. In any case, our sympathies
are directed mainly at those with whom we are in close contact; so no
rule requiring saintliness in aid of foreigners would be acceptable to
the volunteers who try to fashion rules that people with ordinary
human sympathies could follow. The volunteers might accept a rule
which says that, far beyond the basic necessities, the wealthy could
keep enough wealth—hence, enough power—to ensure reasonable
security. They could keep the wealth needed to respond confidently to
natural disasters and the attacks of other people. Even by such a gen-
erous standard, we have a surfeit in the industrialized nations which
should be used to fashion a global safety net to prevent any person
from falling out of reach of a minimum supply of food, shelter, and
medical care.

Future people

The metaphor of the committee of anesthetized volunteers has been
stretched to its limits. We can, however, extrapolate beyond them the
notion of fairness which emerges from the preceding examples. Imag-
ine, although it takes quite a feat of imagination, that the volunteers
do not know when they will live. Ignorant as they are about some
facts, they might believe a white lie to the effect that some of them
would be preserved for life in the future. Would they share our cur-
rent rules for preserving resources for future generations? For
instance, we seem to act by the maxim: preserve only what is nearly
extinguished. In self-interest, they would not want any generation to
sacrifice its economic and personal development entirely for the peo-
ple yet to come. Nonetheless, they would look askance at our current
profligacy in using up whatever comes to hand. Sustainable develop-
ment of resources would be, in the hope that one can make practical
sense of it, a requirement laid down in the original position.
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Current people would be required to keep options open for future
generations as well. If we can use wind, geo-thermal, wave action, and
solar power sources to supplement or replace the use of non-renew-
able resources and nuclear power, we ought to do so. In other words
the volunteers would choose rules which bias decisions about
resources so as to avoid doing anything irreversible. This reversibility
rule and several other rules offered by Goodin25 as an improvement
on simple consequentialist reasoning characterize the application of
common sense in the original position to management of resources
for the future. The volunteers would be potentially at risk if they
allowed current generations to leave radioactive waste as a legacy to
future generations in the hope that they will find some way to deal
with it. In effect, nuclear plants are forever. The decision to use other
power sources is reversible. Some of Goodin’s other suggestions are
that decisions be biased to do the following: make the worst possible
outcomes of our decisions as good as we can ensure, give special pro-
tection to the vulnerable, create sustainable benefits, and avoid caus-
ing harm as distinct from merely foregoing benefits. These are the
sorts of policies which would be reasonable from the point of view of
the volunteers who want to protect themselves wherever and whenever
they land in society.

The interests of future generations cannot be ignored. At the
same time future persons cannot be treated in the same way as exist-
ing persons. We do not know whether people will exist at all in the
future. It would not make sense to sacrifice every luxury now to
extend the best possible resource allocation to the future. We can still
put currently existing persons first without ignoring future genera-
tions. We should not mortgage the future to provide current luxuries
and preferences, but we should not sacrifice current persons’ needs to
those of persons in an uncertain future.

Respect for persons

From the original position, the desire of women to be treated as per-
sons is completely reasonable. Ignorant as they are of their gender, the
choosers of rules in the original position would wish to maximize their
own chances of personal development. This is primarily a matter of
exercising and improving upon one’s capacities, given the way persons
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are understood in the previous chapter. The committee would strike
down barriers to occupying any position in society which are based not
on ability but on gender. Volunteers are charged with self-protection.
They just do not know who they are or what gender they have.

Feminism
Objections may come from those who think that this plays into the
hands of the liberal individualist tradition and ignores the ideas of the
social person and partiality described earlier in this chapter. This is
not so. Mothering may well be a person’s most important defining
ability. Realizing this, the volunteers would not set rules so as to
devalue the abilities more commonly associated with women. The
ability to hold together relationships and the partiality on which that
depends would influence the volunteers. They would be wary of set-
ting rules that would devalue such abilities and make them always sec-
ondary to the public life in which impartiality is necessary. Great
judges and great mothers might be similarly honoured and compen-
sated for their service in the sort of society that would protect all of
the common interests of the volunteers.

Another kind of objection comes from those who think that fair-
ness starting now would not be adequate given the systemic unfair-
ness of the past. Some feminists, for instance, have asked for reverse
discrimination in order to bring the genders into a balance of power.
The idea is that to break some of the invisible barriers—glass ceilings
and the like—we need to give women the advantage men have had for
so long. A person on the committee would be concerned about turn-
ing out to be of a gender which is at a disadvantage and so might
allow the judicious use of some tools such as reverse discrimination
as a last resort. These tools would have to be carefully guarded to
ensure that a balance was created between the genders rather than a
new form of imbalance, since only by ensuring balance would those
behind a veil of ignorance, which conceals their genders even from
themselves, be likely to protect themselves.

Racism
The issues here are similar. Racists fail to treat some people as per-
sons. They do this by not recognizing capacities and by preventing
the exercise of capacities in some visibly different group of people.
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Behind the veil of ignorance one does not know one’s own skin colour.
Rules and tools, such as reverse discrimination, would all be directed
by the volunteers at giving every human being a reasonable chance to
develop as a person. The volunteers would support the ideal of equal
opportunity since they would have no idea what skin colour or what
opportunities they might have.

It is worth noting as an aside that equal opportunity can only
make sense for those who have the autonomy of persons. That is why
it is a mistake to try to capitalize on the gains made against racial
intolerance to institute the same policies where intolerance of the
mentally challenged is at issue. Certainly the mentally challenged
should be better treated, but it is folly to treat some as if they had
capacities other people normally have. Under the banner of equal
opportunity, some students in my locale have been placed in classes
with regular students and, as a result, are ill served by being in a class-
room which is hopelessly beyond their level of competence both intel-
lectually and socially. Others have benefited greatly by such
educational mainstreaming, but individual cases must be judged in
terms of capacities for doing the work and forming the relationships
necessary to thrive. Mental ability cannot be treated as an irrelevant
characteristic such as skin colour when such decisions are made. What
is fair in preventing racial discrimination does not necessarily work in
every case where a group is singled out for different treatment.

Slavery and prostitution
What is wrong with people being bought and sold like commodities
is simply that it is grotesquely unfair, as can be seen by contemplat-
ing the rules volunteers would make from the original position. Self-
interest would surely motivate the volunteers to rule against any sale
of persons. The capacities which give people their dignity are largely
ignored in such transactions. Even if a slave is valued for an ability to
write poetry or do mathematics, a great wrong is done in reducing her
achievements to commodities. One is most oneself when one is exer-
cising one’s capacities to the fullest, and it is precisely then that it is
most horrible to be treated as the property of another. People in the
original position would want to be able to take their places in the class
of autonomous beings.
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Slavery has not been wiped out in our world. People are still
bought and sold as if they were machines made to perform labour.
Much more common than the purchased labourer, however, is the
prostitute; most obviously when a prostitute is under the control of
a pimp and forced to work to enrich that pimp, a prostitute is a slave.
When there is no pimp, the question still arises whether the alterna-
tives are so bleak that prostitution is a form of self-enslavement to a
series of masters. Examples are not so far to seek: an obvious one is
that, for children in the slums of Third World countries who must
sell themselves to live, prostitution with no pimp is still slavery.

It is a moral commonplace that it is not only wrong to enslave
others but morally wrong to offer oneself as a slave. From the posi-
tion taken here, the sin is in both cases the same: one denies the exis-
tence of a special class, the class of persons. One reduces persons, in
such acts, to the level of a trained bear, a being which cannot choose
what it will be. This right to choose for oneself would be fundamen-
tal to the volunteers as they tried to ensure their future well being. A
rule against slavery would be part of the safety net they would weave
to ensure that no person could fall too far, no matter how unwise her
personal decisions. Of course such a rule only makes sense within a
network of rules ensuring that no one falls so low economically as to
be reduced to slavery for survival. As in the other issues discussed
here, the volunteers would exercise common sense caution if they
fashioned safety nets to prevent themselves from falling too far.
These nets would be worth the price which might be ceilings to pre-
vent them from rising too high.

Civil liberties
Those in the original position would want to retain as much individ-
ual freedom as possible while protecting the global community by
controlling such personal matters as reproduction. Most of us would
prefer to be the judges of what is in our own interest as opposed to
having the state decide for us. Freedoms of speech, association, reli-
gion, and movement are fundamental to putting people in charge of
their own further development as persons. Where restrictions are nec-
essary for the general good, as with population control, the volunteers
would make rules that bias policies in favour of eliciting voluntary
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change. Education and economic betterment are, from the volunteers’
point of view, far better means to controlling population than law. If
more coercive measures such as economic disincentives are used to
bring about the good of the global community, these should be
applied in the same way to all, without favouritism. Many special
interest groups have taken of late to calling their privileges “rights.”
If we look at these from the original position, we can, perhaps, better
distinguish the two. At least the traditional civil liberties and other
means essential to the maintenance and development of the capacities
of persons should be protected as rights. It makes common sense for
the volunteers to promote these.

Moral relativism

A favourite question of students in introductory ethics classes is
Who’s to say? A favourite answer of mine is, You are. There seems to
be a common view that what is morally right depends somehow on
persons, times, or places. At its most extreme, relativism becomes
subjectivism, the view that what is morally right depends on each
individual person’s values. Usually the relativists one encounters are
closet absolutists believing as they do that there are some absolute
values which everyone must accept. For example, they often say, You
shouldn’t try to push your values on me! Everyone’s got his own.
This, if it means anything, is contradictory. The relativist is saying
that it is absolutely morally wrong to interfere with others’ moral
decisions since morality is relative to individual values, not absolute.
But this is to say that something—interference—is absolutely wrong
although nothing is absolutely wrong. Another way of exposing the
problem is to reply to the relativist who demands to be let alone, But
I value interference.

Objective rights
Usually the absolutist tries to pin the relativist in a contradiction,26

then goes on to promulgate some rule or rules of conduct which are
said to be independent of when or where or by whom an act is done.
Utilitarians ask us to look only at the consequences of the conduct.
Maximize happiness and minimize suffering is the one rule of the
hedonistic, act utilitarian.27 The concept of a person becomes rela-

460

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



tively unimportant, since any sentient being can be happy or suffer.
Hence the distinction between the wider class of human beings and
the narrower included class of persons which I have been trying to
make is not morally significant on this view. Other moral theorists—
non-consequentialists—emphasize the importance of something in
addition to the consequences. Often the additional things are moral
rights.

For every right there is a rule. The rules chosen in the original
position, for example, correspond to a set of rights of persons and
duties of persons. Suppose, for instance, the volunteers accept the
rule that people ought to give life-saving aid to those people—or at
least those in their immediate vicinity—who are in danger of dying
as long as the saviours can do so without serious injury to their bod-
ies or their life prospects. The rule would have to be further qualified
and hedged to avoid counter-examples, but some heavily qualified rule
of that sort would be in the self-interest of the volunteers. Now if
Sam sees Erik drowning, Sam has a duty to save Erik, and Erik has a
right to be saved, under the social contract rule; that is, Sam has such
a duty if Sam, for instance, need merely throw in a life preserver. The
question then arises whether such rights and duties are absolute, or
relative to persons, times, and places.

I wish to say that there are some senses in which rights are rela-
tive, but that they are objective. Using Nagel’s view on objectivity
which was briefly explicated above, I will say that rights are to a high
degree objective. That is to say that rights are mainly independent of
the values of individual persons. Rights are, though, fundamentally
rights of persons and, as I have argued, a person is a concept relative
to cultures. Indeed there may well be cultures without any morally
important concept of a person.

To illustrate, imagine that I am in a moral dispute with someone
from a society which wants to revive an ancient custom that requires
that women be burned alive on their husband’s funeral pyres. My
opponent accuses me of cultural imperialism when I try to persuade
people of his locale to prohibit the practice. In his culture, he tells me,
it is nonsense to attach great importance to individual human beings.
There is no clear concept of a person in his society. The family is the
morally central unit. Any individual within the family may be sacri-
ficed for the family ’s well being just as we might remove tonsils from
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a human body as a preventative measure. The idea of persons and their
rights as individuals makes no more sense to him than the rights of
tonsils would to us. I would reply that I see it as my duty to change
his culture. I would rather be politically incorrect than derelict in such
a duty. I should work to change any culture, my own included, which
treats people in a way so obviously inconsistent with the rules which
would be chosen from the original position. While the nature of such
rules may be moot in some cases, there can be no doubt in this one.
The volunteers would rule against such practices as this sacrifice of
women since it is clearly in their interest to protect themselves from
such practices. Those who argue for such practices usually know they
are not going to suffer from them. This illustrates the role of the veil
of ignorance that hides from the volunteers their own genders.

How is my position different from that sort of missionary who
goes into a culture with the idea of making it like her own and who
has no tolerance or respect for the customs of the people in cultures
foreign to her own? In the original position, the volunteers would not
know what culture they came from. They would not want others rid-
ing roughshod over their customs in the real world. Tolerance and
respect would be written into the rules in their self-interest. Nonethe-
less, they would want protection from their own culture where it
would deprive them of life, limb or liberty for the sake of others’
interests. They would not want any practice, like the funeral practice
just described, that could undermine their interests entirely. The vol-
unteers would rule out any form of ritual human sacrifice. They
would insist on core personal protections to be observed in every cul-
ture (through a set of inter-cultural rules) while accepting the role of
each culture in determining its own rules where persons are not
threatened. Cultures could determine, for instance, whether polygamy
or monogamy would be the norm, but according to the rules the vol-
unteers would choose, no culture could institute torture of persons.
My view, therefore, does not entail standard cultural imperialism. It
does insist on protection of an individual’s fundamental rights inde-
pendent of the culture the individual occupies. The fundamental
rights are those specified by the rules the volunteers would choose to
protect themselves, no matter what culture they might turn out to
occupy in the real world as opposed to the original position.
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My decision to resist the horrific funeral practice has the appear-
ance of being independent of my culture. My opponent, however,
responds that the original position which I imagine makes no sense to
him. What is a committee of persons? Make it a committee of fami-
lies, perhaps, and the rules would alter to preserve less fanatically the
individual. My opponent and I are clearly embedded each in his own
culture as far as our moral thinking goes. Even if we put a high value
on tolerance of the customs of others, there are limits to my tolerance
if I take people and their rights seriously. There is no absolute standard
to which we in the West can appeal as we argue with the Indigenous
peoples of the Americas or the peoples of the Third World about dig-
nity and respect for persons. This is not to say that anything goes, or
that when in Rome we should do as the Romans do. There are vari-
ous kinds of objectivity available to us even if no absolute standard is
available.

First we can be objective in the sense of following non-contradic-
tory sets of moral principles. My opponent cannot say that each cul-
ture determines its own morality; so my culture is morally wrong to
interfere with his. This puts an absolute value on non-interference
which would make him an inconsistent relativist. I could simply and
truthfully say that my culture values interference where the funda-
mental rights of persons are at stake. Secondly, we can have the objec-
tivity that comes from the veil of ignorance. As this element of the
social contract is understood, the rules are those which would be in
the interest of any persons in any culture whether or not they think
of themselves as persons. There is then, a vast difference, to my oppo-
nent’s objection to having the concept of persons introduced to his
culture and his objection to having a foreign religion foisted on his
people. Although we are a proselytizing culture, not all that we preach
is religious in source nor need it be in the narrow self-interest of our
own culture. Indeed, if we acted according to our own rules across
cultures, we would treat other peoples of the world much better than
we do. It is objectively right that we reform our own conduct and
interfere with the conduct of others when it is not in accord with the
rules that would be chosen from the original position. The unfortu-
nate spouse on the funeral pyre might well agree.
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The moral rectitude of this interference is, nonetheless, relative
to Western cultural concepts such as that of a person. If I pretend
that our morality is absolute, I contradict myself as a moral relativist.
Yet I comfort myself with the objectivity of the moral claims which
are based on the social contract. Concerning cultural interference I
can say that I do not wish to change other cultures except in so far as
they undermine persons. It is unfortunate that I must choose between
my respect for cultures and my respect for persons, but persons must
win. Mine is a Western morality. This is figuratively represented in
the metaphor by the volunteers’ use of Western standards of ration-
ality and common sense as they choose rules in their self-interest.

The moral view summarized here is one which is intended to have
a broad appeal since it takes seriously the rights of all persons at all
times everywhere. It is a nod in the direction of the unattainable
absolute standard of morality. While it fails to achieve such a stan-
dard, since person is a relative concept, my view does not devolve in
the other direction to subjectivism. While I do not think that there
are accessible to us any absolute standards, akin to Plato’s Forms, I
do try to view reality, knowledge, and value as part of a systematic
whole. Our principles of metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics, seen
as principles the volunteers would choose, are objective though cul-
turally relative. We have a place to stand, a place from which to con-
sider what we are, what we can know, and what we should do.

Human rights as opposed to rights of persons

It might be thought, however, that we could escape this cultural rela-
tivity by appeal to human rights instead of the rights of persons. Could
we not use a social contract for the purpose of deciding what rights
human beings shall have with the result that persons would have only
human rights along with human non-persons? If the committee mem-
bers could be ignorant of their status as persons, then they might
decide questions differently concerning such matters as abortion, for
example. But if the idea is to suppose that the volunteers are not nec-
essarily persons, this is to suppose a contradiction. If any social con-
tract is to be made, the makers have to have the abilities of persons
pertinent to the making of a contract; hence, they must be persons,
not mere human beings. It is, after all, impossible to be ignorant of
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one’s capacities exercised in making a contract while one is making the
contract which concerns honouring those very capacities. Even the
general knowledge of people and the human condition, which those in
the original position must have, would assure them that they are not
mere human beings who lack the capacities of persons. Acting in their
self-interest they would give themselves special rights over and above
any they would give to human non-persons.

Potential
Most of the rights which would be granted to human non-persons by
the volunteers in the original position would be granted because these
humans will be persons or have been persons. Some will be granted
because of our sympathy for those who resemble persons. To say,
however, that human beings deserve different treatment from that
accorded to other animals simply because they have human chromo-
somes,28 for instance, seems rather arbitrary. Chimpanzees share
much of our chromosomal makeup; they, however, seem to be unable
to become persons who are self-creating. They apparently cannot
choose what they want to desire, but act on desires they have by
nature. If, however, they can be shown to have the capacities for free
will and self-creation and other capacities above the threshold for per-
sons, then their non-human character would be morally irrelevant.
They would have the rights of persons. If they only come close to
being persons but are below the threshold, then they may acquire
some rights by virtue of their resemblance to persons. As for human
non-persons, while it may be useful to distinguish between human
rights and rights of persons, the former are dependent on the latter.
Furthermore, although human rights are possible given the rules fash-
ioned by the volunteers, human non-persons could not have duties
since they do not have the ability to do them.

On the other hand, we have already built into the fiction of the
original position the idea that the volunteers might be fooled into
thinking that it is possible that they would be merely potential per-
sons once they were removed from the original position. They might
be in some state of suspended animation, they are told, to live as per-
sons in a future generation. To thicken the veil of ignorance, they
might also be given to believe that the effects of being volunteers on
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this committee could result in their becoming merely human non-per-
sons. I still think that common sense would guide them to give rights
primarily to persons and only in a subsidiary way to non-persons.
After all, there is less point to having advantages of which one could
not be aware than to having advantages which one can enjoy as a per-
son. As a mere human, one could enjoy pleasure and suffer pain. Per-
sons have, however, much wider scope for their enjoyment and
suffering. People can anticipate a future life or an imminent death.
Non-persons do not have the capacities needed for such anticipation.

Sympathy
Human rights would reflect the need for rules which can be followed
by people with the sympathies we typically have. This is built into the
instructions given to the volunteers. Considering our sympathies for
human beings whether persons or not, we would make rules against
cruelty to sentient beings. Not only would such rules be of the kind
which people with typical sympathies can follow, they would be in the
self-interest of the volunteers if only since what is done to sentient
beings who are not people may very well be extended to people. It is
also self-interest to avoid having one’s own sympathies offended.
People in the original position know they have human feeling. Even
dead human bodies have rights since there is some behaviour toward
them which would not be tolerated by people in the original position.
In general, the volunteers would tend to disallow anything which
undermines sympathy for those like the volunteers, whether like them
only in outward form or in capacity to suffer. It is common sense to
minimize cruelty in the community one must join. In this we see the
dovetailing of two features of the original position: the pursuit of
self-interest by the volunteers and their recognition that their rules
must be acceptable to those with ordinary human sympathy.

So what should we do?

From the history of what we have believed ourselves to be, I have cob-
bled together a concept of a person. It is interdependent with social
contracts of a moral, metaphysical, and epistemic kind. It is Byzantine
in its complexity. It gives us initial answers to the questions, What is
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a person? and What makes a person at one time identical to a person
at another time? Supposing that I am right in my speculations as to
which elements of our views about what we are can be consistently
and fruitfully maintained, the question now arises, What good does it
do us? The pragmatists discussed in chapter 7 would want to know
how such a concept would affect us if we were to take it up into our
lives. That has, I hope, been partially answered by this chapter on
applications. In general I would say this: as the secret to survival is
knowing what to throw away and knowing what to keep,29 one should
develop one’s essence, one’s special capacities, to the fullest. One
should cherish and preserve these individuating capacities. This is
what lies behind the advice to be oneself and to live life to the fullest.
One should also promote a world in which people can live well. Seen
through Western eyes, this is only common sense.

Content questions

1. How is the concept of the original position used to speculate on
the ideal social contract in social contract theory?

2. Describe the condition of people in the original position (the
volunteers in our metaphor) with respect to power, intelligence,
self-interest, and knowledge.

3. How is ablism avoided by the theory proposed here?
4. Why would people in the original position not put forward rules

that would favour a few people in the hopes that they would turn
out to be among the favoured few in the real world?

5. How is sexism in the ideal social contract ruled out?
6. What is the decontextualization objection and social contrac-

tarian reply?
7. Why is the allocation of health care on a first-come-first-served

basis wrong from the social contractarian point of view?
8. Why is paternalism with respect to access to information not

acceptable to those in the original position?
9. What, for the social contract theory sketched here, is the relevance

of resemblance to persons where moral questions concerning non-
persons is concerned?

10. Distinguish the various varieties of euthanasia.
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11. Why would the volunteers oppose selective abortion of female
fetuses to ensure male offspring?

12. Why, given that the volunteers base their decisions on self-
interest, would the volunteers not devise rules that require us to
equalize the wealth of nations?

13. What in general, on the view proposed here, are our obligations
to future generations?

14. Why would the volunteers protect such traditional civil liberties
as freedom of speech, association, religion, and movement?

15. Why would it be wrong to try to impose a religion on a foreign
culture but still right to interfere with some practices like that of
burning a wife on her husband’s funeral pyre?

16. Why would the volunteers accept the concept of human rights
that apply to non-persons?

17. What general advice is given at the end of this chapter?

Arguments for analysis

Argument 1: The moral weight objection revisited
Because the concept of a person is importantly dependent on abilities,
the level of abilities of persons must determine moral worth. This is
little better than the might is right doctrine. Those who are born with
lesser abilities will be considered less worthy. The accidents of birth
should not determine whom we respect.

Argument 2: The contractarian reply
It is now possible to reply more completely to this argument. Those
in the original position would never accept discrimination based on
the accidents of birth. After all, they do not know what they will have,
in the way of abilities, by birth. It would not be in their interests to
allow such discrimination. The veil of ignorance protects us from the
unfair assigning of moral weight.

Argument 3: The ignorance objection
We cannot know what people would decide about the rules in the
original position. They might choose irrationally, acting like gamblers
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in favour of a lopsided distribution of benefits. Who knows what
their tolerance for risk would be? In any case, we cannot define per-
sons or personal identity nor decide on moral rules using the ideal
social contract since we cannot tell what it would be.

Argument 4: The common sense reply
In this version of the social contract theory, the people in the origi-
nal position are assumed to exercise common sense as traditionally
understood in the West. The tolerance for risk would have to be
rational by this standard. This standard is not precise but is captured
with sufficient clarity by Aristotle’s advice to seek the mean between
extremes. In taking risks we should be neither foolhardy nor timid but
courageous. While this does not tell us exactly what might be decided
by those in the original position, it rules out the extremes on which
the ignorance objection depends. It gives us a narrow enough range of
possibilities to give us some plausible ideas about what persons are,
when a person survives, and what we ought to do.

Argument 5: The relativity objection
The kind of social contract described here does not help us to under-
stand persons, personal identity, or morality but merely versions of
these relative to Western culture. Instead of what we think in the
West, philosophy should give us the truth about these matters.

Argument 6: The objectivity reply
Instead of chasing unattainable absolute standards, this social con-
tract theory tries to make the standards as objective as possible.
Although they are of necessity culturally relative, the standards do not
simply favour that culture. Behind the veil of ignorance, the volun-
teers would not know what culture they will inherit. This makes it
counter to their interests to simply make Western culture predomi-
nate. Tolerance of other cultures would be a value that those in the
original position would be motivated to adopt. There would be clear
limits on tolerance that the inhabitants of the original position would
have to accept to protect themselves. Cultural behaviour such as slav-
ery or prejudice against other cultures would be examples of things
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that must be contrary to rules chosen behind the veil of ignorance.
Whoever does not know her own race, creed, or colour will want these
things to be irrelevant to social position. The effect of such an ideal
social contract is to justify rules that are probably as close as we can
get to the absolutes we long for but cannot find.

Argument 7: The extreme pro-life 
contractarian argument

Since persons in the original position would not know if they were
persons in the real world or only human beings with the potential to
become persons, it would be in their interest to completely disallow
abortion. From the hypothetical original position, they might be shel-
tering their own revivals in the real world. A corollary to this argu-
ment is that those in the original position would have to set rules that
would require extreme measures for protecting future generations
since they might be members of one of those generations.

Argument 8: The moderation reply
On the contrary, it is in the interests of volunteers in the original
position to avoid extremes and rules that admit of no exceptions.
Behind a veil of ignorance one does not know if one is a potential
mother in a desperate situation. The easy cases are those where the
mother’s life is threatened. Those in the original position would not
want to sacrifice an actual person to preserve the life of a human
being who had the potential to become a person. If they allowed such
sacrifice in the case of abortion, they would have to allow it for future
generations. People in those generations would have the right to
reduce us to abject penury now to preserve their chances to live later.
This could be argued in each generation. This leads us to the absurd-
ity that each generation must sacrifice its interests for the many peo-
ple yet to come. In both the abortion and future generations
arguments, the actual persons should not be sacrificed to preserve
merely potential persons. These considerations, however, have mini-
mal force when it comes to ending a healthy pregnancy in which the
mother is not threatened with physical injury. That leads us to the
degrees of potentiality reply.
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Argument 9: The degrees of potentiality reply
In the original position, volunteers would have to ask themselves what
degree of potentiality would move them to protect a future person.
After all, if we allow this for any degree we get absurdities. If we con-
fer rights on a zygote (a newly fertilized ovum) because it has the
potential to form part of a process that may ultimately lead to a per-
son, then we would have to do so for the unfertilized ovum or the
sperm as well. The sperm and ovum after all do have some potential
to form part of such a process. Without the idea that a soul enters the
zygote at conception, conception does not form a clear dividing line.
We have, instead of sharp dividing lines, a continuing process. As the
process continues, the potential for this process to eventuate in a per-
son becomes greater. In other words, the probability that the process
will cause a person to exist becomes greater. In the original position
we would, no doubt, think it a foolish decision to sacrifice the inter-
ests of existing persons in order to maximize the chance of each
sperm to be part of such a process. The potential of the fetus just
before birth, however, is much greater. At that point we would want to
give it protection that could perhaps only be overridden by a very seri-
ous physical threat to the mother. At each stage of development of the
fetus, there is a difficult judgment call concerning which interests of
the mother are strong enough to outweigh the interests of the future
person that depend on the life of the fetus. There is a gradual change
and a gradual increase in the future interest of the fetus in life.

Argument 10: The sympathy reply
At the same time as the fetus is increasing its potential to become a
person, it is increasing its resemblance to a newborn. With this
increased resemblance comes increased sympathy of persons for the
fetus. Whatever rules regarding the fetus would be chosen in the orig-
inal position, they would have to be rules that could be followed by
people with normal sympathies. A moral system that requires that
such sympathies be ignored is probably not one that could gain a wide
following. The rules of the ideal social contract could not require us
to treat a zygote as we would an adult human being. By the same
token, they could not require us to distinguish greatly between a fetus
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shortly prior to birth and a newborn baby. The result would be a var-
ied response to the permissibility of abortion depending on the stage
of development of the fetus.

Argument 11: The chance of error argument
Since death is irrevocable, euthanasia should never be used. Just as we
rule out the death penalty because of the possibility of error, we
should rule out euthanasia. The patient may err about the severity or
degree of suffering that the patient is facing. Diagnoses can be mis-
taken. In the original position, it would be in our interest to protect
ourselves from premature death by disallowing death as a means to
treat suffering.

Argument 12: The adequate safeguards reply
Sometimes the chance of error is so minimal and the suffering so
great that it would be very much in our interest to be able to choose
death. People with throat cancer suffering from air starvation as the
tumor chokes them slowly are in this position. This sort of circum-
stance is relatively rare in developed countries today as pain control
has made many courses of disease bearable. In the original position,
not knowing whether we might be in one of the situations where life
is unbearable, we would insist on the right to euthanasia once we are
adequately informed and not acting from temporary despondency.
Adequate safeguards to prevent the mistaken use or abuse of euthana-
sia are key to its acceptance in the original position. They must be
strong enough to make premature death by error much less likely than
unbearable suffering would be if euthanasia were banned outright. In
any case, it would be severely restricted.

Argument 13: The Frankenclass argument
If we allow genetic alteration of human beings, then we will end up
with the “gen-rich” (ie, genetically rich class) and the “gen-poor” as
the Princeton biologist Lee Silver calls them.30 Those who control the
means of genetic enhancement will make themselves into an oligarchy
by keeping superior abilities within their class. Ultimately they will
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form a superior species or set of species. From the point of view of
those in the original position, the chances of getting left behind in
the gen-poor class or species would be great. Wealth and power will
be even more concentrated than they are now.

Argument 14: The defence of necessity
Disallowing genetic alteration of human beings could condemn many
to suffering and disease that might be prevented. This consideration
would weigh heavily in the hypothetical original position. More
importantly, now that the technology is available, some governments
may well use it for nefarious purposes, even if most governments
refrain from using it. It is better therefore, that research in this area
continue under the strictest safeguards. If genetic alteration of
human beings could be stopped entirely, it might well be best to stop
it. Since it probably cannot be stopped and since non-proliferation
treaties are limited in their effect, it is better that it be pursued and
well understood by those who are committed to use it for the better-
ment of the entire human species and by those who might stop
abuses. The parallels with nuclear power are disturbing. In the origi-
nal position, we would be stuck with choosing the lesser of two evils.
That is, we would have to accept continuation of research under gov-
ernments thought to be somewhat on the side of the angels rather
than leaving it to the other side entirely.

Argument 15: The imbalance argument
Social contract theories cannot work since the constraints of the orig-
inal position always lead to excessive protections. For example, since
nobody would want to be in a position where medical care is inade-
quate, moral rules from the original position would create duties to
give everyone all necessary care. This could create an allocation of
resources that utterly undermines the ability of a society to progress
even in such areas as medical research. So much would be devoted to
practical health care that cultural, economic, and scientific progress
would by stymied.
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Argument 16: The self-answering reply
Like many objections to social contract theory, this one contains
within itself the seeds of its own reply. By pointing to possible prob-
lems with a policy that supposedly would be accepted in the original
position, the objection tells us how to alter the policy within the orig-
inal position. In that position, if we really did think that imbalance in
the use of resources would be a consequence of a given rule, we would
modify that rule to correct the imbalance. Consider two rules affect-
ing the particular imbalance suggested:

1. Everyone must be protected from physical suffering of any kind all
of the time.

2. Decisions should be biased to prevent physical suffering of per-
sons, but some such suffering may be allowed for educational pur-
poses, for voluntary development of the individual, or to achieve
significant cultural, economic, and scientific goals. These goals and
purposes must be sought within a system of benefits accessible to
all and must always benefit those who suffer most.

If the imbalance objection has merit in the view of the volunteers in
the original position, then they will accept rules more like the second
than the first.
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A if and only if B, for any two sentences A and B, means if A then B, and if B then
A. This is standard usage in logic, mathematics, and philosophy.

Ablism is unjust discrimination against persons on grounds of abilities.
Absolute means unconditional. Absolute values are not relative to groups but good

for all persons, times, and places.
Absolute idealism is the view that all things are expressions of a single non-phys-

ical reality. For Hegel this was a mind, the Absolute, of which individual persons
are mere parts, not self-existent particulars.

Accidental properties are the properties that a thing or its accidents may lose
without going out of existence.

Actual occasions are, according to Whitehead, events such as our experiences of
which the universe is formed.

Agnosticism is the view that we cannot know whether or not God exists. This term
is also used more broadly by philosophers to refer to other kinds of suspension
of judgment. One who argues that there is no way to tell whether materialism, ide-
alism, or dualism is true may be said to be an agnostic concerning the nature of
reality.

Altruism is the general term to include views that require us, morally, to do what
is in the interest of others at times, even if it is not in our own self-interest.

Analytic school refers to the community of philosophers prominent in Britain and
North America that is fond of precise, detailed analysis of concepts with a heavy
concentration on the insights to be gained by examining language. (See Continen-
tal school.)

Antinomy is a conflict between the conclusions of two a priori arguments. Two such



arguments tell us that all of our choices are caused, but that we are morally
responsible beings making free choices.

Ascription principle refers to Strawson’s claim that “it is a necessary condition of
one’s ascribing states of consciousness, experiences, to oneself, in the way one 
does, that one should ascribe them, or be prepared to ascribe them, to others who
are not oneself.” (See chapter 10.)

Authenticity is what we have according to Sartre when we live in good faith,
accepting that what we do is determined solely by our own choices and cannot be
justified by appealing to authorities or standards beyond ourselves.

Automatic behaviour is behaviour that we perform when we are not conscious but
seems, to others, like consciously motivated behaviour.

Axiology or value theory is a field of study in philosophy concerned with the nature
of values and with the things that have value. It includes ethics and aesthetics.

Bare particulars are substances that have properties but are not themselves prop-
erties. They are individual things from which we can, theoretically, strip away all
their characteristics without destroying them.

Beings-for-themselves are, in Sartre’s philosophy, persons as distinct from
beings-in-themselves which are mere objects.

Cartesian means having to do with Descartes.
Cartesian Ego is the non-physical part of a person that directs the body and does

the thinking.
Category mistake is Ryle’s term for the error of treating things as if they were in

one logical category when they are actually not. (See chapter 9.)
Causal determinism is the view that everything has a cause, which makes it the way

it is without any possibility of its being different.
CC theory See Closest continuer theory.
Closest Continuer is the continuer of a person who most closely resembles that

person on a similarity metric chosen by the continuer within the limits described
in chapter 12.

Closest Continuer Theory is Nozick’s general view that persons are definable in
terms of closest continuers. He offers four possible ways of doing this, as
described in chapter 12.

Closest Predecessor is the predecessor of a person who most closely resembles
that person on a similarity metric chosen by that person within the limits
described in chapter 12.

Commissurotomy is an operation in which the commissures linking the two halves
of the cerebral cortex are partially severed. In the past they were sometimes totally
severed. The lower brain remains intact.

Compatibilism is the view that caused choices may still be free; freedom and deter-
minism are compatible.

Complex is a description of persons if what is essential to persons has internal divi-
sions such as Plato’s tripartite soul, as opposed to Descartes’ Ego.

Consciousness means awareness of what is going on in oneself, particularly one’s
mind, but Locke also uses it in a stronger sense to mean the witnessing of one’s
own actions.
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Continental school refers to a group of philosophers much more concerned with
large system building than with the precise, detailed work of the analytic school.

Contingent truths are those that are true but could have been false in contrast to neces-
sary truths. If a claim is necessarily true, then it is not possible that it could be false.

Continuer of a person is someone whose properties are caused to exist by that per-
son, but a continuer need not be spatio-temporally continuous with that person.

Continuous persons are those who do not have temporal gaps at any time during
their lives. See also Psychological continuity.

Criterion of identity is a standard by which we evaluate the claim that person A at
one time is the same as person B at another time. For instance, Locke gives us the
memory criterion: A is identical to B if and only if B remembers doing A’s actions.
This is also called the continuity of consciousness criterion.

Cultural relativism is the view that philosophical truths are not absolute but are
dependent on the culture in which they are accepted.

Dasein is Heidegger’s word for person, roughly speaking.
Deductive arguments attempt to establish their conclusions with certainty given

the premises.
Deontological theories are theories in which other things besides ends or conse-

quences must be considered when we determine whether an action is morally right.
These things might be, for instance, duties or virtues.

Descriptive metaphysics describes, according to Strawson, the structure of our
thought about reality as opposed to revisionary metaphysics which tries to
improve on that structure.

Determinate describes persons for whom the question of whether they are about
to die has a definite answer. Determinate persons cannot just fade away. Their
existence is all or nothing.

Determinism is the view that every event must happen as it does; in other words,
each event could not be otherwise; usually because fate, God’s foreknowledge, or
prior causes predetermine it. Note, determinism implies that at any time the
future is already fixed. If one is deciding whom to vote for, one’s choice is already
determined by antecedent events.

Determinists are those who affirm determinism.
Diachronic identity is the identity of a thing over time, of which personal identity

is a particular form.
Divisibility thesis is the concept that persons are complexes of psychological or

physical things that may be divided.
Dualism is the view that both material and non-material things exist.
Élan vital is, according to Bergson, the creative force that makes up the universe, a

force of which we persons are expressions. (See chapter 8.)
Emotivism is an ethical view that moral claims are not statements of fact but

merely expressions of emotion. Russell held this view as described in chapter 9.
Empiricism emphasizes the role of the five senses as the ultimate way to gain

knowledge. Our mental analyses can get us nothing without sensory input. Locke,
Berkeley, and Hume were empiricists. (See chapters 5 and 6.)
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Epistemic social contract is an ideal social contract containing the rules of evi-
dence that specify what counts as genuine knowledge. Like the ethical and meta-
physical contracts it is conceived as what would be agreed to by those in the
original position.

Epistemology is the field of philosophy in which we study theories of knowledge.
Epoche (or bracketing) is Husserl’s device of looking at things with pure vision,

not distracted by any features of the thing seen that are not immediately present
to experience. For instance, if one looks at a painting and thinks of how much it
cost or what pigments make up the colours, one is not bracketing things like that
out. Epoche is just looking. (See chapter 8.)

Essential properties are the properties of a thing (or its essence) that it never
loses as long as it exists; those properties that define it. They are said to be nec-
essary properties of that thing.

Ethics is the field of philosophy in which we study moral concepts, judgments, and
codes.

Euthanasia is the taking of a human life or allowing a human being to die with the
intention of being merciful to that person. Euthanasia is voluntary when the
patient asks to die, involuntary when the patient asks to live, and non-voluntary
when the patient is not capable of expressing the choice between life and death
and has left no advance directives to tell us what her or his wishes are. Active
euthanasia is killing the patient. For example, giving a lethal injection to prevent
a patient from dying a horrible death through bowel cancer is clearly active. Pas-
sive euthanasia is letting the patient die. For example, allowing a severely deformed
newborn to die of pneumonia rather than giving antibiotics is generally called
“passive.”

Existentialism is a philosophical movement without any single doctrine common
to all who are in the movement. There is a general emphasis on the importance
and uniqueness of individual persons and their exercise of personal freedom. The
rejection of essentialist doctrines concerning persons, the importance of being
authentic in the sense of true to one’s own chosen values, and anxiety concerning
approaching death are all common themes. Many of those categorized as existen-
tialists have rejected the label.

Experience principle is the view of empiricists that we should not affirm the exis-
tence of that which we do not experience.

Extension is possessed by objects that take up room in space. They are extended in
space. The body is usually said to have this feature, while the mind is not.

Fallacy of misplaced concreteness is, by Whitehead’s lights, the error of taking
the abstractions of science and treating them as if they were concrete things (See
chapter 8). Seeing persons as particular individuals commits this error.

Fission (of persons) is any process, such as duplication, in which two persons
result from one person. This is still science fiction.

Forced options are, according to William James, unavoidable choices between
hypotheses. (See chapter 7.)
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Forms are for Plato the fully real universals that particular things, as they appear
to us, only dimly resemble. For Aristotle they are that which imparts character or
structure to matter, and a form is usually inseparable from the formed matter (See
universal and particular). (See chapter 3.)

Foundationalism is the epistemological view that there are fundamental knowledge
claims that need no justification on the basis of which the rest of our knowledge
is justified. Descartes tried to lay a firm foundation for all knowledge with his
Cogito (“I think; hence, I am.”)

Free persons are those who could possibly exercise their will to do otherwise than
they in fact do.

Fugues are periods of prolonged amnesia together with a flight from one’s usual
surroundings.

Functionalism (with respect to persons) is the view that person is a category deter-
mined by abilities; hence, it can change with convention in contrast to a natural
kind. Persons are not tied to particular bodies by functional accounts.

Fundamental particulars are the basic objects of our metaphysics in terms of
which other things are understood.

Fundamental value thesis is the view that psychological continuity and connect-
edness, not personal identity, are what is basically important about people.

Fusion (of persons) is any process, such as merging, in which one person results
from two persons. Since head transplants have been medically feasible since 1972,
it is debatable whether fusion is merely science fiction.

Genuine option is William James’s term for a decision between two hypotheses
that are living, momentous, and forced. (See chapter 7.)

Hard determinists are determinists who reject compatibilism. They say that the
freedom of persons is an illusion. Behaviourists are often in this category.

Hoi polloi is a Greek term for the majority of people used in the sense of the com-
mon people.

Humanism is a set of themes rather than a single doctrine. It puts persons first not
as things subject to the divine or mere puppets of the environment. It takes peo-
ple seriously as individual free moral agents. It is opposed to those ways of seeing
persons that make either the supernatural or science predominate in the explana-
tion of human action.

Hypothesis is a supposition to be tested. Berkeley thinks that we do not need to
suppose that there is any physical stuff to explain our experiences.

Ideal social contract as I use the term here refers to a set of rules governing how
we are to act, what is to be considered real and what can be known. These are rules
that would be chosen by persons in the purely hypothetical original position. Nor-
mally the term is used only in ethical contexts, but I extend it to metaphysics and
epistemology. See original position.

Idealism is the view that there is no matter, just minds, ideas, and perhaps other
immaterial things that give rise to the illusion of a material world.

Identity criterion is a phrase used to speak of standards that we use to determine
whether things are identical. For example the bodily criterion, the brain criterion,
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the mind criterion, and the soul criterion are standards for saying under what con-
ditions a person at one time is identical with a person at another time.

Identity of indiscernibles is the principle that things that cannot possibly be dis-
cerned from one another are identical. In other words, if x and y have all their
properties in common, then x is identical to y.

Immanental essences are the things one sees through Husserl’s epoche. Unfor-
tunately, persons are not among these.

Immediate perception is unmediated or direct perception. When one sees some-
thing with one’s own eyes, one’s perception is direct while, if one sees it through
the medium of television, it is mediated. Some might claim that all perception
would be mediated by the senses if there were a world outside the mind and senses
to perceive it.

Incorruptible things are those that cannot rot or otherwise lose their essences.
Indefinability (of persons) has two senses: (1) We cannot say what is essential for

being a person in general, and (2) We cannot say, for a particular person, what
makes one who one is. Persons have, in both senses, intransmissible essences.

Indeterminacy thesis is the view that the question, Am I about to die? does not
always have a definite answer.

Indexical as used by Ryle is a word that indicates to the hearer the particular thing,
episode, person, place, or moment referred to. “I” is an important indexical in the
discussion of persons. It is also called an index word.

Indiscernibility of identicals is the principle that things cannot possibly be dis-
cerned from one another. In other words, if x is identical to y, then x and y have
all their properties in common.

Individualism is the doctrine that each person is a unique individual morally respon-
sible for her/his own choices. It is opposed to doctrines that treat human beings as
varying expressions of some larger person. Most of the philosophers we discuss
accept individualism, while Avicenna, Averroës, and Spinoza, for example, do not.

Individuative naturalism is Wiggins’ view that person is a natural kind under
which we individuate persons. Persons are in a category of things determined by
nature, not by their own conventions. To tell who is who, you must distinguish
each person from others in this kind or category.

Indivisible persons may exist in two senses: (1) if and only if they are not com-
plex, and (2) if and only if their essential properties must always remain bundled
together for the person to exist. Sense (2) is opposed to sense (1).

Inductive arguments attempt to establish their conclusions with some degree of
probability given the premises—the higher the degree, the stronger the argument.

Inference to the best explanation (IBE) is the principle that, if a hypothesis is
the best explanation of the data, then that hypothesis is true. It is a very contro-
versial principle. Among those who accept it, there is a debate over what “best”
should be taken to mean.

Interaction problem is the difficulty of saying how the mind or other non-phys-
ical part of the person interacts with the physical part, the body. How can the
mind cause the body to act?

502

Persons–

What 

Philoso-

phers Say

About You



Interchangeable salva veritate means “substitutable for one another without
changing truth-values.” It is said of terms. If “John is a bachelor” is true, then
“John is an unmarried male of marriageable age” is true. The terms “bachelor” and
“unmarried male of marriageable age” are interchangeable salva veritate in this con-
text. They would not be in the sentence, “John is a Bachelor of Arts.”

Intransmissible means incommunicable. A computer program is not intransmissi-
ble, because we can transmit it from one computer to another. Essences of per-
sons, however, were thought to be intransmissible so that a person could not move
from one body to another.

Intuition is a way to acquire knowledge—according to some philosophers, for
instance Spinoza and Descartes—that does not use reason, perception, memory,
or even introspection. With intuition, we immediately see things to be true.
Descartes thinks that each of us can intuitively know the proposition “I exist” to
be true beyond the evidence of a demonstration (See chapter 5). Intuition is,
according to Bergson, a kind of knowledge that involves seeing the universe from
the perspective of the object known as if one were the object. Intuition is opposed
to the usual scientific knowledge by observation that Bergson calls “analysis” (See
chapter 8).

Irreducibility of persons is the impossibility of reducing persons to a set of parts
in a certain configuration. Persons are more than the sum of their parts, if they
are irreducible. See reductionism.

Leibniz’s law is the identity of indiscernibles plus the indiscernibility of identicals,
in other words, x is identical to y if and only if x and y have the same properties.
See properties and A if and only if B.

Libertarianism is the view—in the context of the free choice debate—that persons
are free in the sense that the past does not determine their future choices or
actions; persons themselves determine their own choices.

Living options are, according to William James, choices between two hypotheses
both of which are live, that is, both are real possibilities to the person making the
choice. (See chapter 7.)

Logical positivism is empiricism plus the verification principle. As a philosophi-
cal movement it rejected many of the traditional claims of religion, ethics, and
metaphysics. Also called logical empiricism. See verification principle.

Man is the measure is Protagoras’ way of expressing the view that reality is rela-
tive to the observer. (See chapter 3.)

Materialism is the view that everything that exists is matter.
Mechanism is the view that the activities of persons can all be explained by the

mechanical analysis of the motion of particles, just as we can explain the move-
ment of billiard balls. Hobbes held this view. The word is also used more broadly
for the view that persons are to be understood as complex machines.

Metaphysical social contract is a set of claims about what is real that equally
powerful, equally intelligent, self-interested human beings would assent to if they
were utterly ignorant about the particulars of their own lives. 
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Metaphysics is the field of philosophy in which we study theories about reality and
existence.

Mode is Locke’s word for a token of a property, for example, a particular patch of
redness as opposed to that type of redness in general.

Momentous options are, according to William James, extraordinarily important
decisions that we have a unique chance to make. (See chapter 7.)

Mono-relatedness is a relation between two people who are related as closest con-
tinuer and closest predecessor to one another. This is probably intended to rule
out merging or splitting of persons.

Mutual love, as defined by Ross, is “a blend of virtuous disposition of two minds
towards each other, with the knowledge which each has of the character and dis-
position of the other, and with the pleasure which arises from such disposition
and knowledge.” (See chapter 2.)

Natural kinds are types of things that are determined by natural laws and discov-
ered by attending to the properties of any good specimen of that kind. Gold, for
example, is a natural kind. Such kinds are discovered, not created by our conven-
tions. If a thing x is a member of the natural kind N, then x is necessarily a mem-
ber of N. Natural kinds are classifications fixed by nature. Quine thinks there are
none. (See chapter 10.)

Neutral Monism is the view that mind and matter are both made out of one kind
of thing.

Nominalism is the position with respect to universals (e.g., redness) that they are
merely linguistic, and are not real entities, as the metaphysical realists hold. Nom-
inalists say that words such as “redness” do not refer to things in the world. Real-
ists say they pick out real things such as Forms or properties.

Non-relational properties do not stand as a relation between two things but are
simply properties of a single thing. For example, the property of being bigger than
relates two things. The property of being red seems to be a property that can be
had by one thing in isolation, so it might be thought of as purely qualitative. This
is controversial.

No-ownership view is Strawson’s term for those views—for instance, Wittgen-
stein’s and Hume’s—which allow for experiences without anyone to have or own
those experiences.

Noumenal describes, for Kant, the world behind the world of appearances. See phe-
nomenal. (See chapter 7.)

Numerical identity is sameness or genuine identity as opposed to mere qualitative
identity. If x and y are numerically identical, x is the same thing as y, not just com-
pletely similar to y.

Objective means intersubjective. A group of individuals can share objective knowl-
edge or morality. (Unfortunately, “objective” is sometimes used to mean
“absolute.” This is confusing. Let us stay with the definitions given here.)

Ockham’s razor is the principle that entities are not to be multiplied beyond
necessity. This minimalist metaphysical principle, due to William of Ockham, is
wielded by Russell and more fiercely still by Quine. (See chapters 9 and 10.)
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Ordinary language philosophers (e.g., Ryle and Strawson), believe that funda-
mental philosophical concepts are determined by linguistic usage.

Original position refers to a purely imaginary position in which people find them-
selves equally powerful, equally intelligent, self-interested, and completely igno-
rant of any information particular to themselves like that would tell them what
their advantages and disadvantages might be in the real world. They do understand
the general human condition. See ideal social contract.

Particular is an individual thing as opposed to something more general such as one
of its properties. It is a token, not a type.

Passional beliefs are beliefs “based on emotion and will,” according to William
James. (See chapter 7.)

Persona is a Latin term for an actor’s mask meaning literally “through the sound
holes” to refer to the sound holes in the mask. Masks stood for roles that the
actor played, so persona came to mean a role that one plays. This is one sense of
“person.”

Phenomenal for Kant, describes the world as we know it, the set of objects of our
experience. Our knowledge cannot penetrate to the noumenal world, the reality
behind the appearances in the phenomenal world, the things in themselves. Things
in the noumenal world, such as our freedom, are transcendental. They transcend the
phenomena. We are phenomenally caused but transcendentally free. (See chapter 7.)

Phenomenalism is Berkeley ’s view of the world without God to take care of diffi-
culties (see chapter 6). To be is to be perceived. The universe is just minds and
ideas, especially perceptions. Objects are permanent possibilities of perception.
When we think we see material objects, we just have perceptions in a regular
sequence as if there were such objects external to our minds. Matter is an unnec-
essary hypothesis.

Phenomenology is the study of the world through Husserl’s method of epoche.
(See chapter 8.)

Positivism is a strict empiricism founded by Auguste Comte (1798-1857). (See
chapter 7.) Comte believed that knowledge comes from observation and that there
is no knowledge of things that cannot be observed. He opposed metaphysical
speculation about unobservable things. His views were adapted by the logical pos-
itivists of the 1920s. They added the verification principle that any meaningful
statement is either empirically verifiable or analytically true. Since the principle
itself is neither, positivism has undergone considerable refinement since the
1920s and tends to go by names other than positivism.

Pragmatism is a philosophical movement that emphasizes actions flowing from
theories. Meaning, in particular, is explained in terms of what we would do.

Predecessor (of a person) is the one who caused a person to have the properties
that she/he has.

Primary qualities are the objective, quantifiable properties of things that are really
in the things, as opposed to being mere artifacts of the way we perceive those
things. Motion, size, position, and density have been offered as examples. (See Sec-
ondary qualities.)
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Primitive terms are terms that are not defined but are used as the basis for defin-
ing all other terms in a given context. If “point” is primitive in Euclidean geom-
etry, then “line” can be defined as the shortest distance between two points. Point
is left undefined.

Properties of a thing are features or qualities of that thing. Properties are usually
taken to be universals. Locke, however, talks about particular instantiations of
properties. See mode.

Pseudo-questions are sentences that appear to ask a question but, through lack of
meaning or some other linguistic problem, do not succeed in asking anything at
all. For example, Is it hotter in the south than it is in the summer? is such a sen-
tence. One may argue that, What is a person? is such a sentence.

Psuche was Aristotles’ term for soul, self or organizing principle of a living organ-
ism. It does not have the same meaning as our term “psyche.” (See chapter 3.)

Psychological connectedness is the holding of particular direct psychological
connections. Parfit talks about beliefs, desires, and memories but allows any other
psychological feature to be part of the chain. (See chapter 13.)

Psychological continuity is the holding of overlapping chains of strong connect-
edness.

Purely qualitative properties are non-relational.
Qualitative identity is complete similarity, the sharing of all properties, or, in

other words, indiscernibility.
Question begging (or begging the question) is a fault in argument, namely, mak-

ing an unproved claim that implies that one’s own side of the debate is right.
Rationalism emphasizes the role of reason and the mind over the senses. Descartes,

Leibniz, and Spinoza were rationalists.
Reducibility thesis is the view that is theoretically possible to describe all of real-

ity without mentioning people.
Reductionism is the acceptance of the reducibility thesis. On this view, a person is

what has experiences, as a matter of linguistic convention. A person, however, is
not something over and above the body, including the brain, and the physical and
mental events associated with the body. (See irreducibility and reducibility thesis.)

Reduplication is the term Williams uses to speak of producing exact copies of liv-
ing persons.

Reflexive caring is caring for oneself as oneself.
Reflexive self-reference is the reference of a term at least in part to itself each

time it is used. The term “I,” for instance, refers to the producer of this token of
itself.

Reflexivity (of relations) is a property relations have when they relate things to
themselves. Identity is reflexive since, for any thing x, x = x. Similarity is reflex-
ive, since for anything x, x is similar to x. The relation “is as old as” is also reflex-
ive. Nozick uses the term more generally to talk about things that loop back on
or feed into themselves, such as self-reference of the term “I” or caring for one-
self as oneself.
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Relation R holds between person p and a later person q if q has strong connected-
ness to p.

Relative means dependent. Subjective values are relative to individuals. Objective
ones are relative to groups. Absolute ones are not relative to anything.

Relative identity is a kind of identity that applies to things when they are catego-
rized in one way but not to the same things categorized in another. For example,
we might say that an Alzheimer’s patient is the same human being he used to be
but not the same person he once was. Wiggins thinks there is no such identity.

Secondary qualities are the subjective, unquantifiable properties of things that
depend on the way we see those things. Colour, taste, and sound have been offered
as examples. (See Primary qualities.)

Self-existent things are things that are not merely parts or qualities (properties)
of another thing.

Self-synthesis is self-creation through the act of choosing one’s own similarity
metric within the limits specified by closest continuer theory. It includes an act of
reflexive caring. (See Closest continuer theory.)

Sense data are things immediately known in sensation. You might look at the
chalkboard and see a green patch in your field of vision. The green patch is a sense
datum that helps to convince you that there is a chalkboard before you. Sense data
are usually thought of as mental events caused by the input through the senses
from objects outside the mind.

Short path problem is the problem of who to see as the continuing person when
the closest continuer is very short lived and a close runner up as closest contin-
uer is long-lived. This is Nozick’s term. (See Closest continuer.)

Similarity metrics are sets of properties of persons weighted with respect to their
importance for the continuation of the person. These are, in part, determined by
the choices of the person whose closest continuers and predecessors they are used
to identify. (See Closest continuer theory.)

Skepticism is doubt. Cartesian skepticism is doubt that one can know anything for
certain but one’s own mind and the kinds of things going on in it. This episte-
mological view may lead to metaphysical solipsism. Humean skepticism is doubt
about the existence of the self.

Soft determinists are determinists who accept compatibilism. The Stoics, Spin-
oza, Hobbes, Locke, and Hume are soft determinists, as were the Protestant
reformers. (See Compatibilism.)

Solipsism is the view that one’s own mind is the only existing thing.
Sortals (or sortal predicates) are terms that describe things in such a way that they

imply identity conditions for those things. To say something is a gold specimen
or a person is to say under what conditions that thing would be the same gold
specimen or the same person. Terms for natural kinds are thought to be sortals by
Wiggins and others who accept their existence. (See chapter 11.)

Sound arguments have both validity and true premises. (See validity.)
Space-time worms, (four dimensional) are objects that trace a continuous path

through three dimensions of space and one of time. At any point in time they have
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a location at or next to the location they had at the previous point in time if they
are continuous.

Spatio-temporally continuous means uninterrupted through space and time. A
continuous particular draws a smooth locus through space and time without any
gaps. It occupies a series of contiguous moments and locations. Think of a book-
worm chewing through the pages of space and time. There is a hole in every page
and it is near the same position on the page as the hole in the page before.
Philosophers sometimes speak of continuous physical particulars as continuous
space-time worms.

Spectra are Parfit’s examples of a gradual physical spectrum of change and a grad-
ual mental spectrum of change that a person might go through to become totally
different. (See chapter 13.)

Strong connectedness is present in a person if, every day, that person retains at
least half of the direct connections to that person’s mind in the day previous. For
example, if you remember half of what happened to you the day before, you are
strongly connected to yourself yesterday, but memory is just one way of being
connected.

Subjective means dependent on an individual.
Substance concepts are concepts that apply to things through their life span.

“Person” is one according to Wiggins, but “infant” is not.
Substances (or hypostases) are the underlying things that have properties. A red

ball has redness and roundness as properties. If we strip away all the properties,
conceptually, then we are left with the substance in which these properties inhere.

Teleological ethical theories are theories such as utilitarianism that justify
actions by appeal to their ends or consequences. The ends justify the means.

Teletransportation for Parfit is the science fiction thought experiment in which
one enters a booth and presses a button, after which a machine records one’s every
feature. One is destroyed and the information about one is sent to a distant loca-
tion. This information is then used to produce there one’s exact replica who acts
and thinks just as one would if one had travelled physically to that location. Parfit
thinks this is just about as good as ordinary survival. (See chapter 13.)

Telos is the end or purpose that guides and may even determine the development
of a thing. Aristotle would say that the telos of an acorn is an oak, which deter-
mines the development of the acorn.

Thinking substance is the underlying thing that supports the property of having
ideas. It is not itself an idea or a property.

Transferability principle is my term for Strawson’s claim that “only those things
whose ownership is logically transferable can be owned at all.” (See chapter 10.)

Type is a category of thing, while a token is an individual thing of that type. The
token has the properties that define the type. You are one token of the type “per-
son.” You exemplify the type.

Unconditioned values are absolute values. For example, Kant would say that a per-
son has unconditioned value, not value depending on some condition being satis-
fied.
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Unconscious is any part of our mind of which we are not aware.
Universal is something that can be shared by many particulars such as the property

of being red. It is a type, not a token.
Utilitarianism is an ethical theory that an action is morally right if and only if it

creates the greatest pleasure and least suffering for the greatest number of sen-
tient beings affected by that action.

Valid deductive arguments are those in which it is impossible for the conclusion to
be false if the premises are true.

Verification principle refers to Wittgenstein’s principle that the meaning of a
proposition is identical with the method of verifying it. It is interpreted by early
positivists as implying that a proposition is meaningful if and only if it is either
analytic or empirical. (See Logical positivism and chapter 9.)

Viewline refers to the series of viewpoints throughout a person’s life.
Viewpoints are subjectively known places from which we seem to ourselves to be

getting our sensations and perceptions of the world outside of our minds.
Worldviews are systematic philosophical theories including a metaphysics, episte-

mology, and axiology. They cover reality, knowledge, and value, and answer the
questions of what we are, what our world is, what we can know, and what we
should do.

Zygote is a single fertilized cell, the union of the sperm and ovum, sometimes
thought of as the beginning of the development of such organisms as human
beings.
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