CHAPTER TWELVE

Persons

I, a stranger and afraid
In a world | never made.
— A.E. Housman ([100], 109)

12.1 Theraccoon’'stale

In the fall of 1982, my department at Simon Fraser University mount-
ed its fourth annual public-issues conference. The theme for that ye:
was “Challenges to Science” and was widely advertised off-campus
The meetings attracted persons from many backgrounds. On the fir
day, a buffet lunch was served. Having taken a bit of tuna salad, m
wife and | seated ourselves at a table with some strangers. The man
my left struck up a conversation.

“In my previous life, | was a raccoon”, he said.

Thinking this a bit of an odd icebreaker, | replied in what | assumec
was the same spirit that the remark had been offered.

“I see. Do you feel a compulsion to wash your food in a mountain
stream?”

| quickly discovered my mistake, however. The stranger had beel
in dead earnest. He firmly rejected my suggestion, and then persiste
not aggressively, but determinedly, in his claim.

“| was a raccoon before | was a person.”

Perhaps he said “human being” rather than “person”. My memory
is not as precise as | would like on this particular point. | pressed hin
a bit.

“How do you know that? What makes you believe that you were ¢
raccoon?”

The stranger was unable to offer any evidence beyond his own ur
shakable conviction that this was true. In some way, totally unanalyz
able, and apparently not causing him any particular concern, he ju:
‘knew’ he had been a raccoon. At that, the topic had reached a de:
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end and we turned to other, more usual, sorts of conversation.

In looking back on what was one of the most unusual exchanges ¢
my life, | have had to ask myself several questions. What could it pos
sibly mean for a person to have been a raccoon? Is such an idea ev
intelligible? Of course, if we try hard, we can imagine what it would
be like to be ‘housed’ in a raccoon’s body: instead of having a nose
one would have a snout; instead of hands, claws; etc. But this was n
what that man had been claiming. He had not claimed that he — a pe
son — had been housed in a raccoon’s body; he claimed that he h:
been a raccoon. Putting aside the question why he might have thougt
such a thing, one must wonder what sort of theory of personhood w
would have to adopt which would allow us even to imagine such ¢
thing. For a raccoon to ‘become’ a person, for some ‘thing’, let us sa
X, to ‘become’ some later ‘thing’, let us sayit is essential that some-
thing or other be preserved in the transformation: there has to be son
‘important’ connection between the earlieand the latey. But what
could this possibly be in the supposed case of a raccoon’s becoming
person? According to the man who believed this of himself, it was no
the body of the one which became thedy of the other. Ve s it the
mind? By his own admission, he had no memory of having been a rac
coon. But how essential is memory for mind? Could the mind of a rac
coon now be the mind of a man but without the man having a memor
of having been a raccoon? If it was not mind, might it have beer
something else?eP rhaps tbmil of the raccoon became the soul of
the man. But is this intelligible? What are souls? What counts for ol
against a soul’s enduring and changing through time? In short, the
claim provokes — and for our purposes serves to introduce — the
cluster of problems concerning the analysis of personhood and of th
identity through time of persons.

12.2 Personsand human beings

Every person | have ever known has been a human being. By “hume
being” | do not mean, as this term is sometimes used, “a decer
upright person”, but rather | mean a living animal of the spétie®
sapiens. a flesh-and-blood mammalian creature having a head, a tors
and typically two arms, two legs, etc., standing upright, breathing air
eating a variety of organic produce, etc.

While every person | have met, and expect to meet, is a huma
being, it is not at all clear that persanast be human beings or that
all human beings are persons. At least for the moment we want t
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leave it as an open question whether a person could have a nonhum
body (an animal body or an electromechanical Body perhaps). Thet
too, anacephalic infants (human beings born with no brain) who ma
be able to carry on some basic life processes are not conscious a
have no prospects of consciousness. They are human beings, in tt
they have human (albeit defective) bodies, but it is arguable whethe
such grievously deficient, nonconscious human beings can be reaso
ably regarded as beimgrsons.

One of the most difficult problems some persons have when the
first approach these questions is to sort out the difference between tl
legal criteria for personhood and thenceptual criteria. The Law is a
poor touchstone for deciding conceptual issues. The Law, in som
jurisdictions, may rule, for example, that a fetus is a person. But al
though the Law may so rule, one can always ask, “Does this law con
port with what our concept of personhood is? Do we have good phi
losophical grounds for accepting that law, or should we want to argu
that it rests on a conceptual mistake and ought to be changed?” W &
not logically, legally, or morally bound to accept the decisions of Law
in constructing our own best concept of personhood. Ideally, the orde
of precedence ought to be the other way round: Law ought to try t
capture the best thinking of the society; it ought to follow the best
thinkers, not lead them.

Thus, even if ‘the Law’ (and of course ‘the Law’ is hardly mono-
lithic, but varies from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, society to society)
were to say “anyone is (legally) a person who satisfies the condition
a, b, andc”, that would certainly not answer for us the question how
we ought best to conceive of personhood. Even if in the eyes of th
Law every human being were to be considered a person, that woul
not tell us whether from a considered philosophical point of view that
was a warranted conclusion or noteW may be legally obliged to ac
in accord with the Law, but we surely do not have to believe or think
in accord with the Law.

Then, too, the Law is nearly always reactive. It responds to need

1. We are reminded of Kafka’'s Gregor Samsa (a gigantic insect), of Lucas’
Chewbacca (a W okiee), and of assorted Ewoks, werewolves, frog prince:
etc.

2. Recall such fabulous characters as Pinocchio (more mechanical the
electrical) and, of course, See-Threepio (also known as C-3PO) and Rob
Cop.
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and disputes as they arise and become issues in the community. T
Law seldom anticipates changing beliefs and thus does not plan i
advance for them. But metaphysics, and philosophy in general, is dif
ferent. Metaphysicians are free to speculate, and indeed considerak
enjoy speculating, on situations which have not arisen — and indee
may never arise — in their attempts to refine our concepts. F r met:
physicians, the Law may be a storehouse of case studies, a repositc
of much of traditional thought, but it can hardly serve as the arbiter o
the cogency of a conceptual reconstruction.

The problems, then, to be addressed are these. Virtually every pe
son is a human being; virtually every human being is a person. Bu
must persons be human beingayst human beings be persons? Could
a person have a nonhuman body? Might a human being be other th;
a person? In short, what is tbenceptual connection betweeeing a
person on the one hand aring a human being on the other?

12.3 Why individuation and identity collapse in the case of
persons

Anthony Quinton does philosophy in an admirably painstaking and
systematic fashion. It is thus somewhat surprising to find, in readinc
The Nature of Things ([165]), that although he seems to be proceeding
in a careful step-by-step fashion, examining first the problem of indi-
viduation of material objects and next the identity-through-time of
material objects, when he comes to the subsequent discussion of p
sons, he skips over the question of the individuation of persons an
proceeds immediately to the question of the identity of persons. Wh
the apparent omission? On the face of it, there is an entire chapt
missing in his book, and yet — so far as | can tell — he offers not
single sentence of explanation as to why he departed from what look
to be the obvious and natural game plan. Might there be some reas
why one would not treat the question of persons in a parallel manne
to that already established for material objects, that is, by beginnin
with the question of the individuation of persons and then, in due
course, graduating to the question of persons’ identity-through-time?

| think there is a reason fowot treating the question of persons in
this two-step manner. And even if Quinton neglected to address th
issue at all, | think we might do well to pause over it for a moment.

It is, of course, truistic to say that persons are not ‘just’ materia
bodies. B rsons may have material (in particular, human) bodies, b
they also have properties and moral rights which no mere physice
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body possesseseP rsons can think and can act in ways that no ‘me
physical object, particularly a nonliving object, can remotely replicate.
But these remarkable transcendent abilities are not what warran
leapfrogging over the question of personal individuation directly to
the question of personal identity. The reason is slightly more con
cealed.

Material objecthood, i.e. being a material object, can be predicate
of an existent thing on the basis of properties it instances, if no
exactly all at one moment of time, then over a very short period o
time. To count the objects in a room, for example, a procedure whicl
requires that we individuate them, we will have to see which ones oc
cupy space in the sense that they exclude other objects from the sai
space. W need this latter test to tell, for example, which are mer
holographic images and which are ‘real’ physical (material) objects
But we do not need much of their history to individuate them; theoret:
ically, a millisecond of endurance is adequfate. But there is no suc
equivalent determination possible for individuating persons.

Of course one could count the human bodies present. But while thz
is a goodpractical means, it is not entirely theoretically satisfactory.
Some human bodies, even if alive, hardly are the bodies of person
Human bodies born without brains, in which there is no consciousnes
whatsoever, can hardly be regarded as the bodig®refns. And
again, it is theoretically possible that a person should have other than
human body. In short, at the very least, at the outset of our examinin
the question of the individuation and identity of persons we do not
want to prejudice the issue by assuming that persassbe identi-
fied with living human beings.eP rhaps at the end of our researches w
may want to assert such a thesis. But if we do, then such a thesis
something to be argued for, not assumed from the outset. It ought, th
is, if it is to be promoted, to be argued for as a conclusion of an argL
ment and not assumed as a premise.

In skipping over the question of the individuation of persons, direct-
ly to the question of their identity, we do so because we already hav
an eye on our eventual conclusion® T be a person is essentiall

3. That this is so depends very much on certain physical facts characterist
of this particular world. In a & ismannesque world, recall (p. 301), it would
be necessary to know something of the remote history, viz. the details of it
manufacture, of a seeming single chair to know whether it was in fact ont
chair or a pair.
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among other things, to be the sort of thing which does (or, in the cas
of newborns, will) have memories. But to have memories requires the
the person be extended in time. There logically cannot be short-live
persons (e.g. having a duration of a millisecond) in the way, for
example, there can be short-lived physical objects, e.g. muons who:
lifetime is of the order of two-millionths of a second. It is of the es-
sence of being a person that one have a history of experiences.

12.4 |sthereasaf?

In A Treatise of Human Nature, David Hume begins his discussion of
personal identity with what, at first, seems to be nothing more than
casual, innocuous, recounting of a common belief among philosophel
about our direct acquaintance with our sefves. (Although Hume
restricts his discussion to the beliefs of fellow philosophers, he migh
just as well have spoken of vast numbers of persons educated al
living in Western culture.) “There are some philosophers, who imag-
ine we are every moment intimately conscious of what we call oul
SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; an
are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its perfe
identity and simplicity” ([101], book, partiv, sectionvi, 251). But
Hume does not broach this topic of self to lend his assent to the con
monly held view; he raises this issue of self in order to probe it and
eventually, to reject the common conception. In one of the mos
celebrated passages in all of philosophy, he shortly continues:

For my part, when | enter most intimately into what | call

myself, | always stumble on some particular perception or
other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or
pleasure. | never catehysel f at any time without a perception,

and never can observe any thing but the perception. When m
perceptions are remov’d for any time, as by sound sleep; sc
long am | insensible ofnyself, and may truly be said not to

exist. And were all my perceptions remov’'d by death, and
cou’d | neither think, nor feel, nor see, nor love, nor hate after
the dissolution of my body, | shou'd be entirely annihilated, nor

4. This way of putting the point is not Hume’s, but a modern reconstructior
using terminology, viz. the term “acquaintance”, which has been borrowec
from Russell. See p. 309 above.
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do | conceive what is farther requisite to make me a perfec
non-entity. If any one upon serious and unprejudic’d reflexion,
thinks he has a different notion lafmsel f, | must confess | can

no longer reason with him. All | can allow him is, that he may
well be in the right as well as I, and that we are essentially dif-
ferent in this particular. He may, perhaps, perceive something
simple and continu’d, which he caligmself; tho’ | am certain
there is no such principle [elemental thing] in me. ([101], 252)

If this passage is read superficially, it gives the appearance of beir
self-refuting, for Hume writesl“enter ..."”, 1 call ...”, “l conceive
...", etc. Do not his very own words betray the impossibility of his
maintaining what he claims, viz. that he cannot findself ? Is not
saying, as Hume does, “I am insensibleng$el f ”, as self-refuting as
saying, “I do not exist"?

Once again (recall our earlier discussion, p. 171), we find a philoso
pher denying that something exists which is thought to be familiar tc
great numbers of other persons. And again, just as in other cases, \
find in this instance that the philosopher is denying one thing only tc
assert another.

Hume is not, of course, denying that he exists. He is perfectly com
fortable speaking of himself and using the personal pronoun “I” of
himself. What he is denying is that ‘self’ is anything ‘given’ in per-
ception. And what he is offering on the positive side is the thesis tha
self is “a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeec
each other with inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux ani
movement” ([101], 252). In short, Hume'’s theory is that self is noth-
ing more or less than ‘a bundle of perceptions’, or — to use a more
modern vocabulary, and one not restricted solely to perceptions — se
is a ‘stream of consciousness’. Sometimes this theory is also calle
the ‘no-ownership’ theory, since it argues that there is no self whict
owns or possesses the succession of items in that stream of consciol
ness: the items follow one another, as Hume says, “with inconceivabl
rapidity”, but they are not ‘in’ or ‘of” a seff.

5. More exactly, he maintains that self is a punctuated, or interrupted
stream, since we all have periods of dreamless sleep.

6. Some persons have argued that Hume’s experiment is naive in the
absolutely constant things are, by their very nature, imperceivable and tha
what Hume was trying to perceive is something which would amount to a
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Some philosophers have agreed with Hume. Richard T ylor, for
one, goes even further than Hume ventured.

One imagines that he is deeply, perpetually, unavoidably awar
of something he calls “I” or “me.” The philosopher then bap-
tizes this thing hiself or perhaps hisind, and the theologian
calls it hissoul. It is, in any case, something that is at the very
heart of things, the very center of reality, that about which
the heavens and firmament revolve. But should you not fee
embarrassment to talk in such a way, or even to play with sucl
thoughts? As soon as you begin to try saying anything what-
ever about this inner self, this central reality, you find that you
can say nothing at all. It seems to elude all description. All you
can do, apparently, is refer to it; you can never say what is
referred to, except by multiplying synonyms — as if the piling
of names upon names would somehow guarantee the reality c
the thing named! But as soon as even the least description |
attempted, you find that what is described is indistinguishable
from absolute nothingness. ([204], 122)

Taylor knows full well the common conception of self which he is
bucking. And he is as eloquent in presenting the view he wishes t
refute as he has been in denying & T ylor gives expression to th
commonly held, opposing, view this way:

There seem to be two realities — myself and all the rest. By “all
the rest” is meant the whole of creation except me. ... This rest
this everything else, all that is outside, other, is perpetually

constant element in perception. The objection continues by arguing that per
ception operates, essentially, by taking cognizanadffefences. An undif-
ferentiated, constant element of perception, coextensive* in time with one’
entire existence, would be an impossibility since it would lack a contrast.

Such an objection relies on certain empirical claims about perception
claims which are exceedingly difficult to testeW know that we become
desensitized to long-lasting stimuli: for example, we grow inured to a con-
stant aroma, being unable to smell it at all after a long exposure. But still
such data fall short of proving that it is impossible to detect a truly constan
element in perception. The claim is more metaphysical than empirical anc
even at that, not particularly self-commending or self-evident. | mention this
debate, but side with neither party to it.
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changing, never two moments the same. But at the heart of |
all, at that point which is the metaphysical center of my reality,
is that self, that which is not something “else” — and it choes
change, or at least does not become somethsaglt remains
one and the same, throughout all the changes it undergoes, pr
serving its identity through an ever elapsing and growing time.
Except for this — that it does finally suffer that calamitous
change, which is its own extinction! And that is a pretty awe-
some thought, a dreadful thought, a cosmic insult. ([204], 122)

Taylor argues (not at all well or convincingly, in my opinion) against
this latter view ofsel f. And he concludes:

We wanted something [i.e. a self] to present as an ultimate
reality, to contrast with everything else, and we found total,
perfect nothingness! It isn’t there. Imagination creates it. Intel-
lect distinguishes it. Metaphysics builds intellectual fortresses
upon it. Religion guarantees its salvation — always, of course
on certain terms — and promises to push back the nothingne:
that approaches it. And all the while, it is itself the most perfect
specimen of nothingness! One does indeed feel like a child dis
covered making a face at himself in the mirror. One wants
somehow to cover up what was going on, embarrassed at hi
own ridiculousness. ([204], 123)

Taylor’'s counsel, then, for those afflicted with the Dread of Death:
The self cannot die, for there is no self.

Hume's and @ ylor's extreme ideas about self are heady, perhap
alarming, and for some persons, even frighteding. But they are als
important, if for no other reason than to cause us to shake off our con
placent, comfortable misconception that there isumiyersal idea of
selfhood. B r theirs is but one of a bewildering array of quite different
notions of whasel f might be.

Visit any well-stocked library and look at the number of books cata-
logued under the subject heading “self”. (And look, too, at the numbe
dealing with “death”.) The figures are staggering, and writers from ar

7. They are also threatening if read by someone reared in a religious traditic
whereself (or soul) is a central concept and where children have been taugt
not to question church dogma.
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enormous number of fields all contribute to the froth: philosophers, tc
be sure; but also psychologists (of every imaginable stripe, Freudiar
Jungian, Existentialist, Experimentalist, Behaviorist, etc.); sociolo-
gists; anthropologists; educators; criminologists; novelists; essayists
historians; eté. There is, in fact, a veritable industry given over tc
generating an endless supply of articles, novels, and learned books
the topic ofsel f. Our collective curiosity on this topic (like that on sex
and diet) seems limitless.

We will confine our attention to the major philosophical theories of
personal identity.

125 Theprincipal contemporary theories of personhood

For a persora-at-T; to be identified with a persdmat-T,, there must

be some thing, or set of features, which unifies the two, which
accounts for their being two stages of one and the same person. T
principal theories are these:

— The unifying principle is soul (self, or mind).

— The unifying principle is physical body (usually, if not invari-
ably, a human body).

— The unifying principle is similarity between successive bundles
of sensations.

— The unifying principle is personality and memory.

— The unifying principle is an amalgam of various of the preced-
ing.

Although | have never taken a poll, my own educated guess, arisin
from my having been brought up and exposed to much the same sc
of culture as everyone around me, is that the theory that it is soul (c
self) which accounts for a person’s identity is the most widely held
one of the lot. It has, however, steadily, and perhaps at a quickenin
pace in modern times, been losing some of its original religious trap
pings. Many persons who are not religious still cling to a concept o
soul not terribly unlike that historically promoted by Christianity.
Many non-Christians retain the belief that the soul is, in some fashior
not a physical thing, but a supernatural sort of entity. Where thei

8. I will ignore all the execrable “self-help” books written by an army of
poseurs and dilettantes whose scientific credentials are often vanishingl
close to nil.
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notion departs from traditional religious views is in their abandoning
the further belief that souls endure beyond bodily death. They hav
come to adopt a ‘secular’ concept of soul. Soul is posited to be whe
makes one person different from another, while at the same time sou
are believed, somehow, to be dependent for their existence upon tt
existence of a living human body. All in all, soul appears as a
mysterious ‘I know not what’ which plays the theoretical role of

providing the basis for personal identity. Soul, while not physical, is
what is conceived of as being what is essential in a person. The pos
ing of soul as a solution to the problem of personal identity is a posi
tive theory analogous to the positing of substance as a solution to tt
problems of individuating and re-identifying physical objects. And

like the theories of material substance, it encounters similar sorts c
metaphysical and epistemological difficulties.

Some persons, we all know well, have an unshakable convictiol
that souls exist. They are as sure of the existence of souls as they
of tables and chairs. Other persons are less sure; and some persons
course, are convinced that souls do not exist. Souls (if they exist) ar
not publicly perceivable things. &/ cannot prove or demonstrate the
existence of souls by holding them up for public display, or by point-
ing to one, or even by directing persons to introspect and thereby t
discover their own souls. Hume, as we saw a moment ago, tried th
exercise and reported abject failure. So did T ylor. This is not to sa
that everyone who tries the exercise must fail. Hume knew that som
persons might try the experiment and come to believe that they ha
succeeded in finding their souls. But Hume's, T ylor’'s, and many
other persons’ reported failures do tell us that searching for one’s sot
by introspection is not a test which yields anything like universal
agreement. And it is not unreasonable to hypothesize that persons wi
do report success in administering the test to themselves are persc
who were antecedently disposed strongly to believe that they ha
souls. From a methodological point of view, successful reports of the
experiment must be regarded as tentative at best and, perhaps, susy
as well.

But my purpose here is not so much to argue against the existen
of souls as it is to point out that their existence is problematic. Anc
that their existence is problematic is all that is needed to render sou
inappropriate platforms on which to erect solutions to the problem o
personal identity.

There are, to be sure, some exceedingly troubling cases in which w
might be terribly unclear whether personal identity has been preserve
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or not. (We shall turn to some of these cases presently.) But in bot
ordinary and troublesome cases, we never actually proceed by tryin
to detect the person&ul and asking ourselves whether it is, or is not,

identical with some earlier (or later) soul. The fact is that, whatevel
might be our final opinion about the existence of souls, we never ac
tually invoke the concept of soul in our day-to-day re-identification of
other persons or even, for that matter, of ourselves. Y u may catch
glimpse of someone on the street who looks like a long-lost friend
“Could that be Jim?” you ask yourself. In an impulsive mood, you
shout, “Jim!” He turns, stares blankly for several embarrassing sec
onds, and then flashes a familiar grin of recognition. Identification ha:
been made. And neither you nor Jim has examined the other’s soul.

If one adopts the theory that sameness of soul confers person
identity, then one can make sense of the claim of the man wh
believed that he had in a former life been a raccoon. He had been
raccoon if the soul he now has formerly had been the soul of a rac
coon? But while we may, by adopting this theory of soul, be able tc
attribute ameaning to his claim, we will not have succeeded in mak-
ing that claimrational. To make such a claim rational, we would have
to have some account of how it is possiblé&riow such a thing or to
have good evidence for it. And inasmuch as the very existence of sol
seems so problematic, the belief that there could be objectively vali
criteria for re-identifying souls seems utterly forlorn. The price of
adopting a theory of souls as personal re-identifier is the abandonin
of rational grounds for making identifications.

From an epistemological point of view, souls are idle: they play no
role in our day-to-day identification of other persons. From a meta
physical point of view, positing souls as the principle of personal
identity is, as was the case with material substance, regressive.
simply displaces the problem of identity, but leaves it otherwise
unresolved. By arguing that persatis identical with persob if and
only if the soul ofa is identical to the soul ab, we have merely
deferred the question, but not answered @. F r now we must as
whether the soul o is identical to the soul df. And whatever way

9. This is of course also to assume that raccoons’ souls are not so differe
from persons’ souls that the one could not become the other. | shall no
pursue this baroque question whether raccoons’ souls, horses’ souls, turtle
souls, etc. are interchangeable or not. As you might suspect, | regard th
exercise as ludicrous.
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we might go about answering this latter question, we might well have
pursued directly, that is, without having interposed the superfluou:
intermediary concept ofoul in our attempt to answer the original
guestion. In short, introducing the concepsafl does no useful work

in helping us solve our real problems: it merely retards the progres
toward a solution.

Positing soul is, thus, not going to be of much help in solving eithet
the epistemological or the metaphysical problems of personal identity
We must seek another identifier of persons.

The theory that it is the human body which is the identifier is con-
siderably more promising: it is economical in the sense that it assimi
lates the problem of personal identity to that of the identity-through-
time of a particular material object, viz. a person’s own body, and
it invokes no hidden or exotic substances. Moreover, it is, after all,
clearly the criterion we daily use in identifying other persons. How did
you recognize Jim, and he, you? By noticing certain familiar physical
features in the appearance that one presents to the rest of the wor
(Human beings have an uncanny ability to recognize extremely subtl
different features of physiognomies.)

But John Locke, recall (section 6.4 above, pp. 108ff.), arguec
strenuously against using the practical criterion of bodily identity as
the theoretical criterion of personal identity. Although the body may
be used as a surrogate criterion, it was not to be regarded as ultimate
satisfactory: “... should the soul of a prince, carrying with it the con-
sciousness of the prince’s past life, enter and inform the body of «
cobbler as soon as deserted by his own soul, everyone sees he wo
be the same person with the prince, accountable only for the prince
actions” ([124], booki, chap.xxvii, 815). The talk here of the trans-
ference of soul from the prince’s body to the cobbler’s is incidental;
the essential aspect is not the transference of soul — Locke is very er
phatic on this point, reiterating it several times — but the element of th
transference ofonsciousness. It is the transference of consciousness,
alone, which makes for the transfer of the prince to the cobbler’s
body. The identity of persons is grounded in consciousness, not soL
Indeed, Locke argues at some length that a person could successive
have different bodies, that a person could take turns sharing a boc
with another, that a person could have different souls and might eve
now have the soul of some former person, but that none of this woul
affect that person’s identity.oF r a person’s identity is not a matter
either of body or of soul, but strictly of consciousness.
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For Locke, the element of consciousness which played the crucie
role in personal identity was memornyo T the extent that a person he
the memories of an earlier person, to that extent he/she may be ide
tified with that earlier person. In one of his not infrequent heroically
convoluted sentences, Locke writes:

Had | the same consciousness that | saw the arkNaad's
flood as that | saw an overflowing of thieames last winter, or

as that | write now, | could no more doubt that | write this now,
that saw theThames overflowed last winter, and that viewed
the flood at the general deluge, was the saghfe place that
self in what substance you please, than | that write this am the
samemysel f now whilst | write (whether | consist of all the
same substance, material or immaterial, or no) that | was
yesterday. ([124], book, chap.xxvii, §16)

More simply: “If | had memories of seeing Noah’'s Ark and the
worldwide flood as well as memories of the Thames overflowing las
winter which were as compelling as the perceptions | am now havin
of writing this passage, then | could not doubt thdtd indeed see
the Ark and Noah’s flood and thatsaw the Thames overflow last
winter.”

Joseph Butler (1692-1752), writing more than thirty years after
Locke’s death, challenged Locke’s theory by arguing that Locke ha
got the order of logical priority reversed, that it was personal identity
which accounts for memory, and not the other way around:

But though consciousness of what is past does thus ascerta
our personal identity to ourselves, yet to say, that it makes per
sonal identity, or is necessary to our being the same persons,
to say, that a person has not existed a single moment, nor dor
one action, but what he can remember; indeed none but what f
reflects upon. And should one really think it self-evident, that
consciousness of personal identity presupposes, and therefo
cannot constitute, personal identity; any more than knowledge
in any other case, can constitute truth, which it presupposes
([39], 298)

Memory, for Butler, isevidence for personal identity, but does not
itself constitute personal identityoF r memory to be evidence of per
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sonal identity, personal identity must itself exisdependently of the
evidence for it. He continues, giving voice to an intuition which is
antithetical to Locke’s own:

... though present consciousness of what we at present do ar
feel is necessary to our being the persons we now are; ye
present consciousness of past actions or feelings is not nece
sary to our being the same persons who performed those af
tions, or had those feelings. ([39], 298)

That Locke and Butler disagree, and that their disagreement sten
from totally different prephilosophical beliefs about the centrality of
the concept ofnemory to the concept operson, is apparent’ But is
this the end of the matter? Must this debate simply be regarded as
clash of intuitions, and must it be left at that?

In the very last paragraph of his essay, almost as an afterthougt
Butler raises an issue which has come to be seen as essential in ta
ling these problems.d= r Butler reminds us that memories caiisbe
taken. And although Butler, himself, does not particularly pursue this
problem, it really does pose a crucial difficulty for Locke’s theory.

According to Locke, personal identity is constituted by memory.
But what if one’'s memory is mistaken? What if someone is convincec
that he recalls something, but his report is about an event at which t
could not possibly have been present? (This need not be regarded a
pathological condition. All of us have mistaken memories about some
things. Sometimes we might believe that a dream was a ‘real
memory. And modern empirical research has shown just how mucl
eyewitness accounts of ‘one and the same event’, even among persc

10. Compare Butler with Hume (publishing three years later [1739]): “Who
can tell me, for instance, what were his thoughts and actions on the first
January 1715, the 11th oMarch 1719, and the 3d dfugust 1733? ... Will

he affirm, because he has entirely forgot the incidents of these days, that t
present self is not the same person with the self of that time; and by th:
means overturn all the most establish’d notions of personal identity? In thi
view, therefore, memory does not so mumioduce as discover personal
identity. ... "Twill be incumbent on those, who affirm that memory produces
entirely our personal identity, to give reason why we can thus extend ou
identity beyond our memory” ([101], bookpartiv, sectvi, 262).
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who are trying their level best to be scrupulously honest, can diffe
markedly.)

Locke’s own example is of someone (himself, of all people) pos-
sibly recalling having witnessed the biblical Flood. Locke certainly is
consistent: he allows that any person who has such memories w:
present at the Flood.

Most other persons, from Butler onwards, are far less likely to be
quite so liberal. W re any of us to meet someone who claimed to hav
been present at the Flood, most of us, | am sure, would be skeptical
the extreme, probably believing in the first instance that the perso
making the claim was mentally ill or suffering some sort of delusion.
Does this mean that one must, then, adopt Butler’s theory, that pe
sonal identity is the basis for memory, and reject Locke’s, that mem
ory is the basis for personal identity?

That there is a problem in Locke’s theory does not, of course, mea
that Butler's opposing theory is correct. Butler’'s would be the pre-
ferred theory only if these two theories were the only ones possible
But they are not. And indeed, what | want to suggest is that what is
needed is not the wholesale rejection of Locke’s theory, but a repair.

| am convinced, like Locke, that memory does play a central role ir
personal identity. But the role cannot be as simple and direct as Lock
imagined. B r Locke’s insights can be invoked only for correct mem-
ory (or veridical memory, as it is sometimes called), and not for mis-
taken (or falsidical) memory.

But what is the test of veridical memory2W have already explorec
this question (in section 8.10, pp. 220ff.). There | argued that one wa
to test memories is to compare one’s own ‘seeming’ memaories witt
those of other persons. If they agree, then one has good prima faci
evidence of the correctness of one’s own memories. But what if
others’ memories do not bear out one’s own, or what if other person
were not witnesses to the event you believe you recall, or what if -
even more extremely — your memory is of an event predating the birt|
of anyone alive today? How then shall it be tested? As | argued ea
lier: by consulting the testimony provided by physical facts. Ultimate-
ly the reliability of memory, and our ability to sort out veridical from
falsidical memories, at some point must rely on the evidence of the
physical world.

If this were a world where persons never had bodies, where the
were just thinking things, then one might want to argue that insofa
as there would be no way to distinguish veridical from falsidical
memories, there would not be such a distinction, and that having
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memory, any memory however wild or bizarre, would then be a mem
ory of one’s own personal history. But such a world is vastly different
from this world.

In the last few decades, there has been a marked shift in much wri
ing about personal identity. Whereas in centuries past philosophel
were disposed to ground personal identity in souls, in substance, ar
other empirically problematical entities, many recent philosophers art
disposed to seat personal identity, as did Locke, in memory and, mar
would add, personality. But they do not rest there. There is more t
the concept of personal identity. Not just any memory, or seeming
memory, will do. It must be authentic, or veridical, memory. And for
memory to be veridical, we normally require that the body (of the per-
son whose memory it is) was present at the remembered event.
short, although the body is not the identifier itself, it plays a crucial
role in determining the authenticity of the identifier, viz. memory and
personality.

Persons are essentially identified by their personalities and by the
authentic (veridical) memories. But for memories to be authentic, the
person must be embodied, i.e. the test of cogency of memories d
pends on causal links in the physical world. ( This is not, of course, t
argue that memories are not themselves physical entities. They mz
be. As we saw in chapter 10, memories perhaps are states of our ce
tral nervous systems. But the theory of personal identity being pro
posed here does not require any particular decision in that latter cas
All that is required is that memories — whatever their ontological fate.
whether regarded as themselves physical states or naestdiie by
the evidence furnished by physical states.)

Interestingly, another consideration, from quite another direction,
also favors the theory that persons must be embodied. Recall our ec
lier discussion (p. 131) of Plato’s allegory of the cave. There | argue
that were persons not to be embodied, they could not tell ‘themselve:
apart from ‘other persons’, there could be no conceppastonal
identity.

What is emerging is a theory of personal identity which to a certair
degree mirrors that of physical object identity. What confers identity
is not the endurance of a mental or spiritual substance, but a succe
sion of ‘person-stages’ unified, or integrated, by certain sorts of
relationships they bear to one another.

Hume had grasped a fragment of this modern account. He, too, col
ceived of personal identity as a series, a succession, of stages. Wh
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he looked for the ‘organizing principle’ he singled out a pair of rela-
tions which together he supposed conferred the identity: resemblanc
and causation. But these relations will not do. The role of causation i
overstated. Some items in the stream of consciousnagssausally
bring about their successors, but an equal if not greater number
these episodes are induced by external stimuli. And resemblance far
little better.

For what is the memory but a faculty, by which we raise up
images of past perceptions? And as an image necessarily re
sembles its object, must not the frequent placing of these
resembling perceptions in the chain of thought, convey the
imagination more easily from one link to another, and make the
whole seem like the continuance of one object? In this particu-
lar, then, the memory not only discovers the identity, but also
contributes to its production, by producing the relation of
resemblance among the perceptions. ([101], bogbart v,
sect.vi, 260-1)

In commenting on this passage, Quinton offers this counterexample
“Suppose two men, A and B, take turns looking through a keyhole a
moments 1 and 2. Then experiences Al and B2 will probably be mor
alike than A1 and A2 or B1 and B2” ([165], 320). Quinton seems to
be suggesting that Hume had argued that the relation of similarity wa
supposed to obtain between a persauiccessive perceptions. But
that is not what Hume claimed (at least it is not what | take him to be
writing in the passage above). Rather Hume claimed that in the strea
of consciousness there will recur similar episodes (not necessarily su
cessive to one another), and it is these recurring and similar episod
which contribute to the appearance of a unity.

The precise interpretation is a quibble, however. F r it is clear tha
resemblance among the episodes in the stream of consciousne
whether those episodes are neighboring ones or remote from or
another, will not unify the series. The point is that the series will be
unified if the episodes are those of one person, and it will not be
unified if the episodes — however much alike, regardless whethe
immediate neighbors or remote in time from one another — are thos
of different persons. & u and | might at virtually the same time have
gualitatively identical perceptions of a scene, and yet your perceptiol
is yours and mine is mine. And nothing intrinsic to our perceptions -
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certainly not any relation of similarity (or dissimilarity) obtaining be-
tween the two — accounts for the one’s being mine, and the other’
being yours.

Any viable theory of personal identity is going to have to accom-
modate a remarkable variety of data.

— Introspection does not seem to reveal any organizing ‘prin-
ciple’ (e.g. soul).

— Different personsa andb, may have experiences, ande,,
which are more alike one another than those experiences al
like other experiences afand ofb respectively.

— Rersonality and veridical memory seem to play a crucial role in
determining a person’s identity.

— That a memory is veridical can be objectively established only
if a person is (or at least has been) embodied.

— If persons are not embodied, then there is no objective test fc
distinguishing between self, hallucinatory ‘other persons’, and
genuine other persons. Without a body, the distinction betweet
‘self’ and ‘other’ collapses.

— We virtually always use, as our practical criterion of personal
identity (particularly that of other persons), the bodily criterion.

— It is perfectly intelligible to describe two persons swapping
bodies. Few of us have any difficulty imagining ourselves hav-
ing (being housed in?) a different body. The body, then, is not
the ultimate, or sole, criterion of personal identity.

— Memories are constantly being lost. Some of what | did remem:
ber yesterday, and some of what | could have remembered ye:
terday, | cannot recall today. Some memories are very long-
lasting; but others fall away. Memories may be likened to the
physical parts of an object which are from time to time dis-
carded and replaced by others. But whereas physical parts a
often replaced by qualitatively identical parts, the greater pari
of our store of memories often changes markedly over a perio
of years.

— Both memories and personality traits digpositional. Each of
us is capable of recalling vastly greater numbers of events tha
any of us actually recalls at any one moment. Each of us act
and reacts to situations in idiosyncratic (personal) ways, bu
only one, or very few, of these will be exhibited at any one
time. That is, the bulk of one’s own memories and personality
lies dormant, metaphorically speaking, ready to be activated
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but generally is not manifest. The only respectable theories we
have of the nature of (instanced) dispositions are theories whicl
would make of them (instanced) properties of some persisting
or enduring, thing. In the case of memories and personality, thi
would mean that memories and personality must be seated i
‘something’ which endures. If souls are not to be invoked for
this latter role, then the most plausible alternative candidate i
an enduring physical body. And of physical bodies, the humar
central nervous system is, by far, the most attractive and likely
candidate to fill the role.

The term “personality” bears intimate etymological ties to “person-
hood”. That it does attests to some of the metaphysics built into ou
language. But for the moment, | do not wish to invoke this question
begging aspect of “personality”. | want to use the term “personality”
in a more neutral way, without presupposing that personality is con
ceptually tied to the concept of personhood. Let us, then, for a while
suspend our recognition of the verbal link, and let us conceive of per
sons’ personalities as the characteristic ways they react to situation:
Obviously, one’s character (one’s moral and ethical dispositions) is
part of one’s personality, but “character” and “personality” are not
synonyms. It may be part of your personality to like piano sonority,
but we would not be much inclined to regard that liking as part of
your character. In any event, for a moment, let's use “personality” a
an abbreviation for “characteristic behavior”.

Imagine a world where the personalities (as just defined) and th
memoaries of persons could be swapped between bodies. Assume, tc
that such swapping occurred universally, quite naturally, i.e. as al
operation of Nature itself, to all persons, every day, worldwide at loca
noon.

What sort of social practices would a society have to institute tc
cope with such a phenomenon? Suppose a woman left her house
8:00AM. At noon her personality and memories are suddenly switchec
to another body. (& 'll assume that body switching is always from
male to male and female to female, youngster to youngster, and seni
to senior.) At 4:0(pPm she sets out for home. Which house should she
return to: the house she recalls leaving that morning, or the hous
from which her body departed that morning? (Since she has no mem
ry of the house from which her body would have departed, we woulc
have to assume that were the latter alternative to be the adopted ol
human bodies would have to be tattooed with their home addresses.)
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| think most of us would be strongly inclined to opt for the first
alternative, arguing that personhood is carried by personality and b
memoaries, not by body. 8/ re we to adopt this suggestion, then in th
world just described, the practical criterion of identifying persons by
their bodies would be fairly useless (it would never work over a time
interval of twenty-four hours). Instead we would probably set up some
manner of greeting one another whereby we would exchange nam
or other information which would uniquely identify ourselves to one
another.

Of course, there is noecessity — either physical or logical — to
adopt the practice just described. A society theoretically could adog
the second practice, i.e. of identifying persons by their bodies, not b
their personalities and memories. In such a society, when husband al
wife greeted one another each evening, the bodies returning hon
would be those pictured in the photograph on the mantle, but the inte
ests, memories, and personality of each person would be entirely unf;
miliar to the other. Such a practice might work. (And some among
you might even be intrigued by the prospects, believing that it woulc
relieve the humdrum in ordinary life and make the principal causes o
marital breakdown disappear at a stroke.) But the fact is that the col
cept of personhood which would be implicit in this latter practice is
not the concept we use. In this world, in our circumstances, we cor
ceive of personhood as seated, not in body, but in personality an
memory.

How can we tie this all together? | suggest in this way. Our concep
of person is built on the requirement that identity of persons is securec
through (genuine) memory and personalitye(W will explore each of
these requirements further in the subsequent two case studies.) B
personality and genuine memopyesuppose embodiment. @ rsons
must be embodied in order to individuate them and in order to distin
guish genuine memory from hallucination and delusion. But this is no
to say that a person must have exactly one body throughout his/h
lifetime. The requirement of embodiment is satisfiable by a person’:
having a succession of bodies. What is essential is memory and pe
sonality, but that memory and personality must be embodied.

This criterion conceals several imprecisions. From day to day we
might recall the greater part of what we could recall the previous day
Today's memories are fairly similar to those of yesterday. But this
similarity of memoaories, from day to day, does not hold for days much
further separated. When relatives tell me of things | did when a tod
dler, | have no memory at all of having done them. | can, today, recal
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nothing whatsoever of my fourth birthday. There is certainly a spatio-
temporal continuity between that youngster’s body and my own: | still
bear the physical scars of some of his mishaps. But am | to b
regarded as thsame person as that four-year-old of yesteryear? | am
sure intuitions will diverge significantly on how to answer this latter
guestion. And even among persons who will want to insist that the
adult is the ‘same person’ as the former child, there may well be :
debate as to whether their grounds for saying this depend on the
making the identification on the basis of the spatiotemporal continuity
of the human body or whether they depend on there having been
day-to-day (but not year-to-year) similarity of memories and per-
sonality.

There will inevitably be a strong temptation to assimilate this
present conundrum to that examined earlier, viz. Hobbes’s version c
the problem of the ship of Theseus (pp. 347ff.). In that earlier
instance, there were two competing criteria of identity: the spatiotem
poral one and the compositional one (i.e. the criterion of re-identifica
tion by material parts). | argued that the former is primary, but in
situations where it is inapplicable, then it is appropriate to fall back
upon the latter criterion. &/ re we to apply that sort of reasoning to the
present case, we might argue that inasmuch as the adult cannot |
member having been the child (i.e. where the criterion of continuity of
memory and of personality is not satisfied), one may fall back upor
the strictly physical criterion of the spatiotemporal continuity of the
human body.

But the analogy is not nearly so simple. There are profound im-:
plications in identifying persons. Locke warned of the danger in out
falling back upon the bodily criterion of personal identitp F r in-
stance, he considered it an abomination to punish a person for mi
deeds of which he had no memory:

... if it is possible for the same man [i.e. human being] to have
distinct incommunicable consciousness at different times, it is
past doubt the same man would at different times make differ-
ent persons; which, we see, is the sense of mankind in th
solemnest declaration of their opinions, human laws not pun-
ishing themad man for thesober man’s [i.e. the normal man’s]
actions, nor thesober man for what themad man did ... .
([124], bookii, chapxxvii, 8§20, 287-8)

There is something deeply troubling in the prospect of punishing ¢
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person for a crime of which he has utterly no mentéry. The spectacl
of a person suffering a heavy fine, or sitting in a jail cell, for having
done something which he cannot recall at all strikes many of us as
miscarriage of justice. There can be no contrition by a person who he
no memory of having committed an offense; there can be no person
guilt.

Thus, the decision to use the bodily criterion of personal identity ac
a fallback option must not be undertaken lightly. It is not a mere con:
venience. Adopting the bodily criterion of personal identity in cases

11. There are exceptions. Locke, himself, allowed for the case of punishing
person who committed an offense while intoxicated. But Locke was troublec
over the rationale, or justification, for this practice. He believed that punish:
ment was permissible because we “cannot distinguish certainly what is rea
what counterfeit [in cases of drunkenness or sleepwalking]; and so the ignc
rance in drunkenness or sleep is not admitted as a plea” ([124]i1bob&p.
XxVii, 822). This is certainly a wretched justification for our legal practice. (|
will ignore the case of the sleepwalker and concentrate solely on the case
the offense committed while intoxicated.) Locke argues that since there is n
way to prove that a person who claims ignorance of his drunken actions |
telling the truth, it is permissible to punish him. This seems to have turned th
principle of ‘innocent until proved guilty’ on its head, placing the burden of
having to prove himself innocent on the accused instead of placing the bu
den of having to prove the accused guilty on the prosecution. Locke defenc
this violation of the principle on the grounds that on “the Great Day” (i.e.
Judgment Day), it will all be put right. (But see section 12.8 in this chapter.)

There is, however, a far more reasonable justification — stemming fron
Aristotle ([11], bookiii, 1113b29-1114a3) — for punishing a person for his
offenses while drunk even if he cannot now recall committing those offenses
When personshoose to drink alcohol, they do so in full knowledge that they
might commit an offense and might lose the memory of having done so. Th
subsequent loss of memory is not something which just randomly happens
befall the drinker; quite the contrary, he chose to do something (drink
alcohol) which he knew might very well blot out memory. It is this aspect of
the affair — knowingly taking a drug which might precipitate one’s commit-
ting an offense and which also might blot out one’s memory — which justifies
our subsequently holding the person responsible for his misdeed. If we di
not have such a practice, then if there were a memory-erasing drug, anyo
could absolve himself of guilt by taking that drug after having committed a
crime and wiping clean his memory of the offense. | think few of us would be
inclined to regard his after-the-fact self-induced loss of memory as warrant
ing the dropping of proceedings against him.
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where the criterion of continuity of memory and personality is inap-
plicable has profounbkgal implications!?

In any event, it is not my purpose to pursue the nuances of lege
reasoning. | am prepared to leave the debate at this point, to return
an exploration of some of the other implications of adopting the sor
of analysis which has been evolving here. In the course of the ensuir
case studies, | will try to expose something more of the vagueness ¢
the concept of identity and will suggest that the idea that there is, G
can be, some precise notion as to the complete set of essential ingre
ents in the concept of personal identity is impossible to realize.

12.6 Casestudy: Tim'splaint

One of my closest friends in graduate school was a history buff. Tin
(not his real name) felt himself a misfit in the then-current (viz. the
twentieth) century. He loathed the pace of life, the congestion, an
especially the suffering and devastation wrought by modern warfare
Often, in perfect seriousness, he would lament to me that he had be
born in the wrong century. Tim sincerely wished that he had beel
born in and had lived his entire life in the seventeenth century, whos
life-style he regarded as being far better suited to his own particula
temperament, needs, and attituéfes.

On those occasions (in 1963), when Tim would begin to expres:
such unrealizable desires, | was fully prepared to enter with him intc
his fantasy and to ‘play’ by his rules. At that time my usual responst
was to remind him of all the benefits which living in the twentieth
century bestowed and of all the advantages persons living in th
seventeenth century did without. | reminded him that he had bee

12. It is interesting that we probably would feel rather more sanguine abot
adopting the bodily criterion where the consequence would be the bestowin
of a good rather than the exacting of a punishment. Those of us who migt
protest the punishing of a man who had no memory of having committed a
offense might be far less moved to complain in the case of an adult’s inheri
ing a legacy even though he has lost his memory of having earlier been tt
child whom the legator had originally designated as being the recipient.

13. Tim wanted to have been born earlier, not to have never been born at ¢
Bernard Williams reports that there is an ‘old Jewish reply’ to the latter
request, i.e. to have never been born. It is: “How many are so lucky? Not on
in ten thousand” ([212], 232).
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seriously ill a few years earlier and that modern pharmaceuticals ha
saved his life. @ rsons in the seventeenth century who had suc
illnesses never recovered. And | reminded him, too, that person
living in the seventeenth century knew nothing of the music of Bee-
thoven, Schubert, Brahms, Dvorake V rdi, Puccini, Prokofiee, W ill,
Gershwin, and Brel. @ rsons living in the seventeenth century wer:
ignorant of the writings of Hemingway,oT Istoy, Dostoevsky, and
Dickens. They would never have heard the voices of Caruso, Gigli
Galli-Curci, Robeson, Bjoerling, Milanov, Piaf, Jolson, and Lenya.
They would never have heard performances by Heifetz, Horowitz, an
Gould. They would never have seen the films of Bergmann,eof W lles
and of Hitchcock. They would never have savored the wit of William
Gilbert, Ogden Nash, and Lewis Carroll. They would never have seel
the sculptures and paintings of Rodin, Picasso, and Miro. And the lis
went on and on.

That was half a lifetime ago. As you can see, my argument, ther
focused on selling the triumphs of our own times, and it involved a
recitation of a variety of highlights of the previous one hundred year:
or so. In the intervening decades, however, | have often reflected o
Tim'’s plaint, and | have come to have a totally different perspective.

Earlier (in section 8.11) | argued that the concept of accelerate
backward time travel is perfectly logically coherene W can, with per-
fect consistency, describe an adult who travels backward in time, le
us say from the twentieth century to the seventeenth, and there live
several years, perhaps even the rest of his life. But traveling backwal
in time from the twentieth to the seventeenth century was not wha
Tim had wanted. Tim wanted to have been born in the seventeent
century and to have lived his entire life in the seventeenth century
having the experiences and the knowledge of a seventeenth-centu
man. He wanted to have had the memories of having grown up in th
seventeenth century and to have had no knowledge whatever concet
ing what the future would hold for subsequent centuries. In short, h
wantedto have been, not a time traveler to, but an inhabitant of, the
seventeenth century. (The fact that he would not be alive in 1963 [th
year in which we spoke of these matters], and indeed would have be
dead for more than 250 years, did not trouble him in the least.)

Tim and | had not thought through his daydream in a careful, criti-
cal manner. W assumed that Tim was making sense, that what t
wanted, although bizarre and physically impossible, was nevertheles
logically possible. But his expressed desire was, even though the tw
of us may have thought otherwise, subtly incoherent on virtually any
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viable account of what it is to be a person. (And that it was stands as
object lesson in the possibility of engaging in incoherent discourse
Some self-contradictory desires are very unobvious: their incoherenc
emerges only upon thoughtful and deliberate probing.) And thus
today, were someone to express a similar desire, | would challenge
on altogether different grounds: not on the practical or aesthetit
grounds that in living in the seventeenth century one would have t
forgo so much that is valuable in the twenty-first century, but on the
logical grounds that no one alive today could possibly have lived ir
the seventeenth centuryo F r Tim, or any other contemporary persol
to want to have lived in the seventeenth century is of the same order
desire as wanting there to be a five-sided square or a colorless rt
apple. Such things, because their descriptions are self-contradictor
logically cannot possibly occur.

One way to focus on the incoherence is to try to imagine what i
would be like, not for some anonymous other person to have lived his
her entire life in the seventeenth century, but for you yourself to have
done so

Suppose this week an historian were to find both a portrait and
detailed diary of some seventeenth-century person. The painting i
remarkable. It is of virtually photographic quality and it displays a
person who, in outward appearance, is your physical double. And th
diary is equally remarkable. It reveals a person who, knowing nothing
what you know of the twenty-first century, reacts to the events an
persons of the seventeenth century in much the way that you react
similar persons and events in the twenty-first.

Could this earlier person have be@mu? Suppose the current-you
(i.e. the you alive today) had never been born. W uld this earlier per
son, this seventeenth century look-alike and act-alike (to coin a word)
have beeryou? Is it enough for a person to look like you and to act
like you to reallybe (or to havebeen) you?

If you are not quite sure how you want to answer this question, try

14. | have often heard Professor Jonathan Bennett urge the ‘first-person’ te
for various theories of personal identity. He cautions, for example, that on
can imagine what it might be like for another person to undergo ‘splitting’
(mitosis), but one cannot, Bennett has argued, be so sanguine when it corr
to imagining it of oneself. “Imagine your body undergoing mitosis during
sleep. On which side of the bed wouwloll wake up?” Bennett argues that
you cannot imagingoursel f waking up orboth sides.
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switching the centuries. Suppose, instead, that you were to be told t
a seer, who has a perfect track record in all her short-term prediction
that sometime in the far future there will be a person who will look
like you and who will act like you, but who will have no memories of
you, or even for that matter any secondhand knowledge of your hay
ing lived earlier. Suppose you are inclined to believe thel8eer. The
still leaves open the question what you are to infer from her predic
tion. Would you regard this future personyas? Would you now feel
that somehow you will escape earthly death to be reborn (resurrecte
reincarnated, or what you will) in the future? Can you identify your-
self with this future person, believing that that person is a future stag
of you?' | think most of us will resist the suggestion that such a future
person could ‘really’ be oneself.

If you do not share this intuition, then perhaps you might ask your-
self how you would react to the news that someone who looks an
acts just like you lives some four thousand miles away, right now, a
this very moment. Suppose you were to meet that person. W uld yo
be meeting a look-alike; or would you be meetyagrsel f ? | think
most of us, even if we were hesitant about the former cases — of tt
earlier and the later look-alikes — would be more reluctant still to
acknowledge this contemporary person as beiwgel f. Our concept
of salf simply does not allow that we should learn that we exist not
only here and now (e.g. in 2001 in British Columbia), but — surprise! -
also at some distant place, e.g. in Moscow oran P ris. | may have
look-alike in Raris, he may even act remarkably like me, but whateve
else is true of him, it surely is not that hena!’

In saying this, | am of course appealing to your own sense of iden
tity, and am assuming that, for most of us, our reactions and intuition

15. If the spectacle of a seer is too much for your skeptical imagination, yol
might alter the example to that of a time traveler who has met this future pel
son and brings back to you firsthand knowledge of your future look-alike.

16. If you are comfortable with the notion that time travel is coherent, ther
ask yourself what if this future person were to enter a time machine and wel
to travel back in time to the here-and-now and were to confront you face t
face? VW uld you be shaking hands with yourself?

17. Recall Dickens'&A Tale of Two Cities. The case is more problematic,

however, if the two persons share similar thoughts. Lorne Michaels (one ©
the producers of the television show “Saturday Night Live”) jokingly told the
story that he had “become obsessed with the notion that somewhere in t
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would be pretty much the same for the circumstances described. Th
is not to say that if your philosophical intuitions are radically different
from mine then they are, somehow, wrong. The point of the exercis
is not to judge a particular concept of personal identity right or wrong
but to try to bring into focus what one’s concept of personal identity
is. If your concept of personal identity is enough like mine to cause
you to withhold identifying yourself with some former, later, or dis-

tant person just on the basis of similarity of features and of per
sonality, then you, like me, will find Tim’s request incoherfént.

For some person tbe Tim (or to beyou), it is not sufficient that
that person share Tim’s (or your) physical appearance and personalit
Clearly something more is needed. (If not, then you could — even &
this very moment — theoretically, if not in actual fact, exist at severa
widely separated places, e.g. Londoa, P ris, or Moscow, having er
tirely different sets of experiences.) But | think most of us will be
prepared to reply to the suggestion that we might be in several diffel
ent bodies in several different places all at the same time by rejectin
the suggestion, not as false, but as incoherent, i.e. as logically impo
sible. The suggestion is inconsistent with our concept of what it is tc
be aperson.

12.7 What more might there be to the concept of personal
identity?1°

Tim’s imagining that he could have lived in the seventeenth century
overlooks certain ingredients which are essential to personal identity
That there might have been someone who looked and acted like Til
was certainly insufficient for that person to haeen Tim. Some-

thing, perhaps a considerable amount, more is required for person
identity. | have earlier suggested that the ‘something more’ which is

world there was a person having the exact same thought he was at exactly 1
same moment. He decided to call that person, but the line was busy” ([95
36, footnote). W uld even this establish the identity of the two persons?

18. See (i) Thomas Nagel, “Death” ([141], 67) and (ii) Derak P rfit, “How
Our Identity in R ct Depends on WheneW eV re Conceived” ([149], §119,
351-6).

19. My thoughts about the topic of this section are in a state of flux anc
hence the discussion below is at best tentative. Thus, this particular sectic
should be read with more than the usual degree of forbearance.
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required includes veridical memory. Without veridical memory, there
cannot be personal identity.

But are these two ‘dimensions’ all there is to personal identity?
Does sharing veridical memories with, and having much the same pe
sonality as, an earlier person suffice to make the later person identic
with the earlier? Many writers have assumed that veridical memon
and shared personality comprise a set of sufficient conditions for ider
tity of persons. But some writers are not satisfied with even these tw
fairly rigorous requirements; they believe that yet more, or something
quite different, is required for personal identity.

Saul Kripke, for example, has argued that being born of the parent
one actually has is a necessary condition for being the person one |
You could not possibly be identified with anyone having parents dif-
ferent from your own. Using Elizabethas his example, he writes:

How could a person originating from different parents, from a
totally different sperm and egg, b@s very woman? One can
imagine,given this woman, that various things in her life could
have changed [i.e. been different]: that she should have becom
a pauper; that her royal blood should have been unknown, an
so on. One is given, let's say, a previous history of the world up
to a certain time, and from that time it diverges considerably
from the actual course. This seems to be possible. And so it
possible that even though she were born of these parents st
never became queen. Even though she were born of thes
parents, like Mark Twain’s character [footnote:Tihe Prince

and the Pauper] she was switched off [exchanged] with another
girl. But what is harder to imagine is her being born of different
parents. It seems to me that anything coming from a different
origin would not be this object. ([116], 113)

For Kripke, Tim’s plaint — whatever else might have been incoheren
about it — would have been impossible because it imagined that som
one having different parents from Tim’s could, nonetheless, have bee
Tim. For Kripke, no one born in the seventeenth century could pos
sibly have been Tim, since no one born in the seventeenth century wi
the child of Tim’s parents.
In a recent article ifPsychology Today, Russell Belk, reporting on

some recent experimental studies, writes:

What we possess is, in a very real way, part of ourselves. Ou
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thoughts and our bodies are normally the most central part o
our self-concept. But next in importance are what we do — out
occupations and skills — and what we have — our unique set ¢
possessions. ... &/ generally include four types of possession
in our personal sense of self: body and body parts, objects
places and time periods, persons and pets. e. W found tha
academics were especially likely to cite books as favorite
possessions, perhaps because they represent the knowledge
which their work is based.oF r other people, sporting goods
represent what they can or could do ... Many studies have
shown that the loss of possessions that follows natural disastel
or that occurs when elderly people are put in institutions is
often traumatic. What people feel in these circumstances is
quite literally, a loss of self. ([25], 51-2)

In Belk’s view, for some persons the loss of material possessions (ir
cluding external bodily parts) will constitute a radical discontinuity in
self.

John R rry, in his estimabl& Dialogue on Personal Identity and
Immortality ([151]), presents to us the dying Gretchee W irob. Her
body has been fatally injured and will soon die. On her deathbed, sh
has been offered the choice of having her intact brain transplanted in
the healthy body of a brain-dead patient. She refuses on the groun
that she cannot identify herself now with the future person who will
have her brain but not her (present) body; that is, she hastinipa-
tion of being that later person. Here P rry jolts our intuitions. Al-
though he does not pursue the question explicitly, there is in the dic
logue at least the suggestion that there is a cesyaimetry between
anticipation andmemory in determining personal identity.

Virtually all discussions of personal identity involve casegesf
identification, i.e. of identifying later person(-stages) with earlier ones.
But why this particular prejudice or bias? Why are there not equa
numbers of discussions pfe-identification, i.e. of identifying earlier
person(-stages) with later ones? Should the anticipating of being
future person — as sometimes occurs in discussions of eschatology*
be factored into the equation of personal identity on an equal footin
with memories of having been a past person?

As we collect these many suggestions — Kripke's, Belkes, P rry’s,
and others’ — as to further (or different) necessary conditions for per
sonal identity — having the parents one does, owning the things on
does, having an anticipation of being some future person — difficul
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and disturbing questions arise about the very practice itself of mete
physics.

There is always a desire in doing philosophy to construct economi
cal theories, ones which seek the minimum set of conditions which ar
individually necessary and jointly (i.e. altogether) sufficient for the
correct application of a concept. In analyzing the concepérasbnal
identity it is natural to want an analysis which is as neat and tidy anc
free from loose ends as is possible. And thus there is a strong tempt
tion to find grounds on which to reject most suggestions forthcoming
as to further necessary conditions for personal identiy. W want to b
able to say: “These conditions,y, andz, are necessary; any further
conditions are superfluous or redundant.”

Thus, a while ago, when | and several of my colleagues were dis
cussing W& irob’s claim that she would not be identical with a future
person who had her memories and personality but not her body, son
of my colleagues argued thateW irob was simply mistaken: that whel
the surgery (brain-transplant) had been completed, and the patie
woke out of anesthesia, that patient would recall having been W irol
and would insist that identity had been preserved. In short, these co
leagues were prepared to tell the dying W irob that shemisbaken,
that she would survive if she would but consent to the surgery. Ir
other words, some of my colleagues were prepared to place their ow
theory of personal identity above that oéW irob.

Is there some ‘objective’ theory of personal identity whose essen
tials might be grasped and the adoption of which would warrant our
telling someone that he or she was wrong in conceiving of himself o
herself in some particular way?

Not too many years ago, | myself argued in just the way my col-
leagues argued. |, too, believed thad W irob was simply mistaken: the
hers was amcorrect view of personal identity, and that she had made
a mistake not unlike believing that squares must be red or that materi
objects must be soluble in water. Her error, | thought, consisted ir
believing that some feature (anticipation, in this case) was necessa
to the concept gbersonal identity when in fact it was not.

| no longer am so ready to insist on that particular view of the phi-
losophical enterprise. #/ re someone to suggest that all squares mt
be red, | would be quick to object, arguing that that person had got th
concept ofsquare wrong. And the reason | would be comfortable
arguing in that way would be because | do believe that the concept ¢
square is fairly universally shared, that most of us do have virtually
the identical concept afjuareness. And in other cases, | might object
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to someone’s analysis — an analysigadbability, for example — on
the basis that it was inferior to others or that it did not work particular-
ly well, e.g. was confused or clumsy or applicable to too few circum-
stances. That is, in some cases | am prepared to argue that cert:
analyses of a given concept are better than, or preferable to, certa
others.

But the concept opersonal identity seems to me to be different.
Indeed it now seems to me something of a mistake to talk or write
about ‘the’ concept of identity. The more | read what other persons
have written, and the more | talk with my students about their own
concepts of personal identity, the greater looms the diversity betwee
the many variants of the concept.

The concept of identity which is used in Law is probably a fairly
minimal concept in that it invokes a minimal set of necessary condi
tions. (The Law could not function with a highly variable concept of
personhood, no more than it could function with a highly variable
concept ofproperty or responsibility.) But this same concept may not
be particularly useful, for example, in psychiatry, where a patient
whose memory is intact may feel himself totally detached from earliel
actions.

| think philosophers err if they believe that they can construct some
one viable theory of personal identity. That particular goal is as illu-
sory as trying to construct some one theory of, for example, what cor
stitutes quality in music or beauty in art. The trouble is that if we look
broadly across our culture, and particularly if we step outside it, we
find immense differences in the prephilosophical intuitions persons
have about personal identfy. The occupational danger for philoso
phers lies in our too often creating philosophy for other philosophers
indeed not even for all other philosophers, but only for philosopher:
who belong to the same ‘school’. The hazards of inbreeding and o
tunnel vision are ever-present.

I remain convinced that memory and personality are the essenti

20. A great many articles and books published by psychiatrists anc
psychologists treating the conceptselff arise out of their clinical experience
with patients who have ‘immature’, ‘defective’, or even ‘pathological’ con-
cepts ofsel f. One must beware, however, not to draw from these writings the
idea that the diversity of concepts s f arises out of arrested growth or
psychological disorder. When we talk with persons whose conceptfa

in no way dysfunctional, we find an equally prodigious range of difference.
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core of the concept of personal identity. But | am no longer so sure
that other factors might not also play an important role, and | am no
confident that there are not, in fact, a great number of diverse, yet vic
ble, concepts of personal identity, some of which are not merely dif
ferent from one another, but even incompatible. In short, | am making
a plea for tolerance in the matter of explicating the concept of identity
| think it hopeless, and indeed inappropriate, to argue that there is,
could be, one best concept of personal identity. Our concepts of pe
sonal identity are too varied to allow a single reconstruction.

With this said, | turn to our closing case study. If personal identity
is not carried by a changeless soul, if personal identity requires cor
tinuity of memory and preservation of personality, and if personality,
in turn, includes such things as intense desires and mental capacitie
then there are some profound consequences in the changing of pe
sons’ desires and mental capacities.

12.8 Casestudy: Can therebejustice after death??!

There are, | think, two principal egoistic motives which prompt us to
desire an afterlife: a desire to maintain what is valued in our lives -
including perhaps, but hardly limited to, the sensual, the intellectual
and the aesthetic — and a desire to achieve what we wanted but did r
have in life — including perhaps, but hardly limited to, material goods,
honor, power, creative talents, and physical abilities.

But for many persons, the desire that there be an afterlife is in pa
motivated by reasons which transcend individual, personal consider:
tions. This world, we all know — and are constantly reminded through-
out the day on the electronic news media and in the newspapers —
unfair. Indeed the world is grossly unfair. A catalogue of its injustices
ranges widely from physical handicaps, sickness, and grief to starve
tion, slavery, flood, avalanche, wanton acts of terrorism, and so on s
as to overwhelm the imagination.

Doubtless many of us find the notion of an afterlife appealing, not
just because it holds out the promise of thwarting eternal persone
Nothingness, but equally — and probably for some of us, even mor
strongly — because it offers the prospect of finally putting right the
injustice in this world. It is in the afterlife, we have been so often

21. This section is a revised version of an essay which originally appeared |
[104].
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propagandized by religion, that virtue will be rewarded and evil
punished. Our sense of morality craves this, whether or not it is in fac
actual or even, for that matter, possible.

Usual philosophical discussions of justice concern the problems o
realizing greater justice in this world. Such discussions typically rely
heavily on specifying, and trying to work within, a variety of con-
straints: ignorance, scarcity of goods, legal systems, and — althoug
often overlooked — physical possibility itself. Indeed so pervasive is
the constraint of physical possibility, it hardly even is acknowledged.
It is simply an unarticulated presupposition.

But what happens if one seeks to maximize justice in a world (e.g
the afterlife) which is not subject to these usual kinds of constraints’
In an afterlife (heaven or hell or some other place), could the Dis
penser of Justice (whether an individual or several minds working
together) achieve perfect justice? What if, by simply willing it, the
Dispenser of Justice could bring into existence any number and var
ety of goods? What if, that is, there were not scarcity but infinite
plenitude? What if physical possibility were to become coextensive?
with logical possibility, i.e. the only constraint on the actual (afterlife
actual, that is, not this-world actual) were the requirement that nc
self-inconsistency were to be realized? What if every veil of ignorance
were to be lifted?® What if, that is, we should all know — if not every-
thing — at least whatever we wanted to know? What if, in particular,
every person’s every deed were known? What if every person’s ever
desire, doubt, hope, longing, envy, animosity, lust, love, were alsc
known?

Could an omniscient, omnipotent Dispenser of Justice bring abou
perfect justice under these circumstances? Many religious believer
for millennia, have thought so. | find it difficult to share such opti-
mism. Even in the afterlife, perfect justice — | am afraid — is unrealiz-
able. My pessimism stems from several considerations.

22. Although | will not pursue the matter here, | must mention that an
afterlife in which this world’s physical laws do not hold true will present
severe problems for epistemology. All human knowledge of contingent uni-
versal propositions presupposes a background of physical laws. Without the
being a relatively fixed set of knowable physical laws, human empirical
knowledge would seem to be significantly curtailed. In an afterlife where
physical possibility expands to nearly the compass of logical possibility, &
substantial part of human knowledge would have to flow from (what are ir
this world) unknown a priori sources, and not from a posteriori ones.
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The principal difficulty, as | see it, is that persons sometimes have
intensely painful desires which may be satisfied in but one single way
This is particularly awkward when the desire is not for a kind of
material possession or a physical skill or a bodily appearance (a desi
which the Dispenser of Justice could easily indulge), but for the com
pany, love, or companionship of — not just some person or other, but
some particular person. How could the problem of, let us say, unre
guited love be solved by the Dispenser of Justice in the afteriife? F
it often happens that one person will form strong emotional bonds — ¢
caring, of longing, of needing — to some particular other person, wher
the latter person loathes and actively avoids the former.

There seems to be no fully satisfactory, i.e. uncompromised, solu
tion to this problem, although there are a number of apparent solu
tions. We might begin, for example, by arguing that justice does no
demand the elimination of every possible pain. Justice, we might tn
to argue, demands only eliminating persons’ pains when to do so do
not infringe on the rights of other persons.

Are we then to ignore the pain of the person whose love is unre
quited? Not much of a heaven, we might be inclined to protest, ir
which there is still so much pain. An innocent person whose love i
unrequited might be suffering the pains of hell. How come this is per
mitted in heaven? What can be done to alleviate the undeserved st
fering of this person?

The immediate temptation, since we are talking of heaven, wher
everything short of the logically impossible is possible, is to argue tha
the Dispenser of Justice could simply will away the sufferer’s pain. If
desire is causing intense pain to its owner, and if that desire cannot |
satisfied because to do so would conflict with the rights of others, the
it would seem that the next best alternative would be for that desire t
be expunged, i.e. nullified, by an act of the Dispenser of Justice.

But the trouble with such solutions, and so many others whict
would have existence in the afterlife sanitized, sterilized, perfumed
rendered conflict-free, etc., is that they sometimes do violence to th
very concept of personal identity. Consider the case of the parer
whose entire reason for being is directed toward caring for and lovin
his/her daughter. But suppose the child reacts by asserting her autor
my. Above all else she wants to be free of, and distant from, he
parent. Suppose, too, that these differences are irreconcilable. W
might suppose that the parent’s love in this case is overbearing; pe
haps it is even irrational.

In a world unconstrained by physical laws, the Dispenser of Justic
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could remove the parent’s pain by eradicating the desire which
engendered it. But would this be justice W can imagine the prospet
of having the painful longing removed being put to the parent before
the Dispenser of Justice acted. And we can imagine the parent prote:
ing: “To blot out this particular desire would be to destroy me. What
makes me ME is my love and longing — however much grief it cause
me — for my child. If | cannot have the love of my child reciprocated
and you were to rob me of this pain, you will have annihilated me.
This living body might remain, but whatever survives such a drastic
alternation will not be ME.”

Some persons do have such desires, desires which are intense
painful and yet which justice — because of the conflicting rights of
others — cannot satisfy. But justice cannot always then fall back to .
‘next best’ solution, viz. eliminating the pain by nullifying those
desires. B r justice, surely, also demands the preservation of persor
identity. And these latter two demands — the elimination of the pain o
innocent persons and the preservation of personal identity — wil
sometimes be impossible to satisfy together. There are certain unsat
fiable desires, some of them intensely painful, whose eliminatior
would be tantamount to extinguishing the person who had them.

There is a second sort of difficulty for the belief that justice might
be realized in an afterlife. Do virtue and do wrongdoing have just
deserts? Is the rehabilitation of the wrongdoer, is his/her contrition, i
his/her restitution of wrongly appropriated property all that justice
demands? Certainly for many cases the answer must be yes. B
something deep inside many of us resists this answer for all case
Some crimes are so heinous as to make rehabilitation and contritic
wholly inadequate. Some crimes are of such magnitude as to makl
any thought of restitution insulting to the offended. Nothing humanly
doable in this world could be fit justice for the crimes of, let us say, ¢
Mengele, and he was — sad to say — not the worst.

For some crimes nothing short of punishment of the offender will
satisfy the longing for justice the offended-against demand. But — an
here’s the rub — punishment often cannot be meted out to the guilty
without causing pain to the innocent. | am not talking of the pain of
persons opposed to punishment — although their pain may be real al
deep — but of the more immediate pain of the wives, husbands
mothers, fathers, daughters, sons, friends, and lovers of the punishe
Persons do not become guilty themselves and warrant punishment f
loving a wrongdoer. And yet their pain may well be, very likely will
be, intense when he is suffering his punishment.
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Here, rationality takes a back seat to emotions. While knowledge
that the child is in fact guilty and is being punished justly and deser
vedly may quell a parent’s outrage and stifle his objections, that
knowledge may do little to numb his anguish. Indeed, it may even
make it worse by denying the parent the vent of a righteous fury.

Were the Dispenser of Justice to will away the grief and pain of the
innocent person for his/her loved one’s punishment, the grieving pel
son would have been rendered less than human. Consider the case ¢
serial child molester and murderer. A very great deal of our horror
revulsion, and demand for his punishment is grounded in our empath
with the pain caused his victims’ surviving families. That is, part of
our outrage flows from our certain knowledge of the grief families
will feel at the injury and death of one of their members. And yet
when we demand punishment of the wrongdoer, his own — innocent
family will suffer because of his pain. What choices are then open t
the Dispenser of Justice? Eschew punishing the guilty? render the
innocent families insensible of the punishment? render their innocer
families uncaring? The consequences of each of these alternativ
seem to be forswearing justice, adopting subterfuge, and inducing ca
lousness, respectively. None of these strikes me as compatible wi
perfect justice.

But this is hardly the end of the problem. There is yet a third dif-
ficulty. If there is an afterlife, what age are we each to be in tha
afterlife? Few, if any, nonagenarians would want to endure an eternit
‘housed’ in the body they had at the time of their death. No, justice
would seem to require getting back your body when it was at its fittes
and healthiest: a twenty-five-year-old body for most persons (that is, i
the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company is to be believed in these
matters). But what of the mentally and physically handicapped? Wha
of the legions of children who died in childhood and never had ar
adult body? What bodies, what age, what capacities are these latt
persons to have in the afterlife?

Surely the infant who died in this world at the age of two is not to
remain an infant for eternity in the afterlife. Granted there are certait
pleasures of childhood, but I think it the rare person who would will-
ingly swap those of adulthood for those of childhood. But if the child
who died at the age of two years in this world is not to remain ar
infant in the afterlife, what sort of person is he to be in that afterlife?
Is he to mature in that afterlife, both bodily and mentally, as he woulc
have done had he not died in this world?
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One possibility would be to accelerate the two-year-olds immedi-
ately to adulthood. But this solution poses fresh problems of injustice
It strikes me as unfair to rob anyone of childhood. Having reachec
adulthood, | prefer it to childhood; even so, | would not want to have
missed childhood.

If children who die in this world are to be given in the afterlife the
childhoods they missed, the afterlife is going to have to resemble th
planet Earth far more than it resembles traditional images of heavel
Put bluntly, heaven is no place for a human child to grow up. A place
of plenitude and where physical possibility is — more or less — coex
tensive with logical possibility just does not strike me as the fit
playground for a young inquiring mind. On the contrary, it strikes me
as a place where one cannot have much fan. T be a proper enviro
ment for a human child, the afterlife ought to be awfully like this
world, complete with swings, trees, frogs (or similar sorts of exotica),
schools, cuts and bruises, successes and failures, joy and heartbre
etc. At the very least, it has to resemble Earth, not so much in appea
ance, but in physical law. It has to be a place in which much the sam
sorts of things have to occur as happen typically on Earth, and the
means it has — of its very nature — to be a place where there is mu
unfairness. So while unfairness need not be a permanent feature
heaven, it must be of a part of heaven for at least as long as it takes t
last-dead child to reach adulthood.

This still leaves the problem of the mentally handicapped. Are they
in the afterlife to be made rational and intelligent? After all, it was
unfair that they were not more rational and intelligent in the first
instance. But how can rationality and intelligence be conferred on :
severely mentally handicapped person without thereby destroying the
person’s identity? Marked increases in rationality and intelligence ar
certain to alter a person’s personality radically: the desires, the ex
pectations, the abilities, the typical reactions, the human relationship:
etc. that the original person had are bound to change significantly. Bt
these kinds of changes are just the sorts of ones which we regard
altering personal identity. A person who speaks fourteen language:
who runs a mile in 3:51 minutes, who discourses on the subtleties
Quine’s philosophy, and who choreographs ballets to the music of
Villa Lobos cannot in any but the most Quixotic sense be identified
with an earlier person whose body he may have inherited, but whc
was deaf, dumb, halt, and incapable of understanding language.

My nagging fear is that the injustice which befalls some of us — par



396 Beyond Experience

ticularly those so unfortunate as to be born profoundly mentally anc
physically handicapped — cannot be undone or recompéhsed. Tt
‘not’ operative here is the ‘not’ of ‘not logically possible’, not ‘not
humanly possible’. @ undo a severe mental handicap is not to give
someone something he lacked, but is to annihilate the one person a
to substitute in his place anothee P rsonal identity logically cannot b
preserved over a change of this kind and this magnitude. The promis
is often made by clerics that the injustices and suffering of this worlc
will be ‘put right’ in the afterlife. But the promise is at best a false-
hood or at worst a lie. There is no logically possible way to ‘put right’
the injustice of a person’s being born profoundly mentally handi-
capped.

In the end, | have a gnawing suspicion that the very existence of a
afterlife is a myth. If it is not, then it is hard to see how it could even
begin to live up to its billing. If there is an afterlife, it can hardly be
the sort of place where justice is finally realized. The trouble is tha
justice logically cannot finally be realized. Not even a perfect Dis-
penser of Justice can bestow perfect justice on less than perfe
beings, i.e. on the likes of you and me, our friends and loved one:
those we care about, and those we abominate. | find | am driven t
agree with Boito’s lago:

Man'’s Fo rtune’s fool even from his earliest breath.
The germ of life is fashioned

To feed the worm of death.

Yea, after all this folly all must die.

And then? And then there’s nothing,

And heav’n an ancient I#&.

23. “... along with Helen Keller, my grandfather [Oklahoma senator Thomas
Gore] was one of the most famous handicapped persons in Amedca. W we
very close. | was taught to read early so that | could read to him, and | res
him the newspapers, the Congressional Record, history. When | was a littl
boy, a sob sister for a newspaper came to interview my grandfather. She sa
‘Senator, there must be so many compensations for your blindness, like :
superb memory, sensitive hearing. Could you tell me what they are?’ And h
said, ‘There ar@o compensations.’ That phrase has sounded continuously ir
my head ever since” (Gore Vidal; reported in [36], 53).

24. Arrigo Boito, libretto for ¥ rdi’€Otello, actii, scenal, 1886



