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OST OF us are specially
concerned about our
Mown future. What, if
anything, gives us our

reasons for such concern?

We can explain this question
with an imaginary case. Suppose
that some strange person, while
concerned about his whole future,
cared especially about any pain
that he would feel on a future
Tuesday. That would be irra-
tional. The fact that he would feel

* apain on Tuesday is no reason to
care about it more. But what about
the fact the ke would feel this pain?
Is that a reason to care about it
more?

Most of us would answer Yes.
We care about our future because
it will be our future. Though this is
the natural view, I believe it to be
mistaken. On my view, we should
care about our future, not because
it will be ours, but for other
reasons. Personal identity is not
what matters.

In the first part of this talk, I
have sketched a reductionist
account of what personal identity
is. On this account, our continued
existence over time just consists in
certain other facts. I shall now ar-
gue that, on a reductionist
account, personal identity cannot
be what matters. My argument as-
sumes that, when one fact just con-
sists in certain others, it can only
be these other facts which matter.
This assumption we can call reduc-
tionism about significance. .

It may help to illustrate this
assumption in a slightly different
area. Consider people who,
because of brain damage, are irre-
versibly unconscious, but whose
hearts are still beating, andAwI'gose
other organs are still functioning.
It has become important to decide
how we ought to treat such people.

Suppose we beli_eve !ha} such
people are slillrahvc: This fact
could be understood in a reduc-
tionist way. It may not be the same
as the fact that these pcople‘s
hearts are still bea;ing, an_d n_-ncu-
other organs are still functioning.
But it is not an 4indepcndent or
separately obtain!ng (?ct. Such a
person’s being still alive, though
irreversibly unconscious, just con-
sists in these other facts.

We can now appeal to reduc-
tionism about significance. Since
this fact just consists in these other
facts, it can only be these othef
facts which matter. We.should ask:
If people are irreversibly unc?ln-
scious, does it matter in itself 1' at
their hearts and other orga"?l::

il functioning? Is that ei
SI<;od for these people, or morally

- onificant? If we answer No, we
sigaifican it cannot

onclude that i C
should ¢ eople are still
tter that these peop

ma We would be right to stop
alive. rts from beating, if thatis
their hea_ latives prefer. .

what their rela ke a differ-
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correctly called “alive”, stopping
their hearts would be killing them.
And we may believe that, exceptin
self-defence, it is always wrongto
kill. We may then conclude that we
should help these hearts to go on
beating, perhaps for many years.

On reductionism about signifi-
cance, thatisirrational. Ifit has no
significance, in itself, that someo-
ne’s heart is beating, this fact can-
not be significant when and
because it constitutes the fact that
this person is still alive. The beat-
ing of a heart can only matter when
and because it makes possible
some independent fact which
matters, such as a person’s being
conscious.

Return now to personal iden-
tity. I believe that, though we have
good reason to care about our fu-
ture, that is not because it is our
future. That can best be seen in

certain imaginary cases.

Suppose that because of damage
to my heart and lungs, I am tied to
a heart-lung machine. A new
possibility arises. My twin brother
develops a fatal brain disease. Sur-
geons tell me that, when my
brother’s brain ceases to function,
my head could be separated from
the rest of my body, and be grafted
on to my brother’s headless body.
The resulting person, they point
out, would be freed from the
heart-lung machine. After getting
my brother’s consent, I decide to
accept this operation.

According to some philo-
sophers, I would be making a ter-
rible mistake. On their view, a
person continues to exist if and
only if that person’s body con-
tinues to exist. These philosophers
claim that, if my head were grafted
on to my brother’s body, it would
be my brother who would wake
up, falsely believing that he was
me. Other philosophers claim that
it would be risky to accept this
operation, since the person who
woke up might not be me. A third
group warn me that, in such a case,
there would be no answer to the
question who the person waking
upwouldbe.

That question, I believe, has no
importance. If this operation were
performed, the person with my
head tomorrow would not only
believe that he was me, seem to
remember living my life, and be in
every other way psychologically
just like me. These facts would
also have their normal cause, since
this person would have my brain,
And his life would be very like the
life which I would have lived, ifmy
heartand lungs had been repaired.
I believe that, given these facts, 1
should accept this operation. It is
irrelevant whether this person
would be me.

It may be objected: “If he would
not be you, you would have ccased
to exist. Surely that matters!” But,
if this person would not be me, that
fact would just consist in another

fact. It would just consist in the
fact that my head will have been
connected to the rest of my
brother’s body. Is that second fact,
on its own, important? Can it
matter in itself that the blood that
will keep my brain alive will cir-
culate, not through a heart-lung
machine, but  through my
brother’s heart and lungs? Can it
matterin itself that my head will be
connected, not to my own body,
but to another body that is just like
mine? I believe that, in them-
selves, these facts cannot ra-
tionally be thought to matter. Or,
at least, they cannot matter much.
They would be far outweighed by
the fact that, once my head has
been connected to my brother’s
body, the resulting person would
be freed from the heart-lung
machine.
ne way to test that claim
would be this. Suppose
we believed that this
person would be me.
Would we then believe that it
would matter greatly that my head
would have been connected to a
new body? We would not. We
would regard my receiving a new
torso, and new limbs, as like any
lesser transplant, such as receiving
a new heart, or new kidneys. If it
would matter greatly that what will
be replaced is not just one or two
organs, but my whole body below
the neck, that could only be
because, if that happened, the re-
sulting person would not be me.
Since that is so, if we accept
reductionism about significance,
we should conclude that neither of
these facts could matter greatly.
The fact that this person wouldn't
be me, though not the same as the
fact that my head would have been
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given a new body, wouldn't be a
further difference in what hap-
pens. Since it wouldn't in itself
matter that my head would be
given a new body, and that would
be all there was to the fact that the
resulting person wouldn't be me,
this fact wouldn't matter either.

That conclusion can be sup-
ported in a different way. If one
fact just consists in certain others,
the first fact is, in a sense, concep-
tual. Thus, if someone is irrever-
sibly unconscious, but his heart is
still beating, itis a conceptual fact
that this person is still alive. And if
my head were given a new body, it
would be a conceptual fact (if it
were a fact at all) that the resulting
person would not be me. In calling
these facts conceptual, I don’t
mean that they are facts about our
concepts. That this unconscious
person is alive is a fact about this
person. But, if we have already
claimed that this person’s heart is
beating, our claim that he is alive
gives no further information about
reality. It only gives further infor-
mation about our use of the words
“person” and “alive”.

Suppose we agree that it does
not matter, in itself, that such a
person’s heart is still beating.
Could we claim that, in another
way, this does matter, because it
makes it correct to say that this
person s still alive? And suppose
we agree that it would not matter,
in itself, if my head were given a
new body. Could this matter if,
and because, it makes it correct to
say that the resulting person would
not be me?

If we answer Yes, we are treat-
ing language as more important
than reality. We are claiming that,
even if some fact does not in itself

matter, it may matter if and
because it allows a certain word to
be applied. On such a view, it al-
ways matters whether a person can
be correctly called “alive”, or
called “not the same” as some pre-
viously existing person. It is irrele-
vant if this person’s being alive, or
not the same person, just consistin
other facts which are in themselves
trivial. What matters is that these
words apply, not why they apply.

This view seems to me irra-
tional. What matters is reality, not
how it is described. In deciding
whether my head should be givena
new body, I should try to predict
the physical and mental state of the
resulting person. But 1 need not
ask whether that person could be
correctly called me. That would
not be a difference in what hap-
pens.

That may seem a false distinc-
tion. What matters, we might say,
is whether the resulting person
would be me. But that person
would be me if and only if he could
be correctly called me. So, in ask-
ing what he could be called, we are
not merely asking a conceptual
question. We are asking about
reality.,

This objection fails to distin-
guish two kinds of case. Suppose
that [ ask my dentist whether some
treatment will be painful. Thatis a
factual question, Since pain can be
called “pain”, I could ask my ques-
tionin a different way. I could say,
“While I am being treated, will it
be correct to describe me as in
pain?” But that would be mislead-
ing. It would suggest that 1 am
asking how we use the word
“pain”.

In a different case, I might ask
that conceptual question. Suppose

I know that, when I cross the
Channel, I shall feel sea-sick, as I
always do. 1 might wonder
whether that sensation could be-
correctly called “pain™. Here too, I
could ask my question in a dif-
ferent way. I could say, “While I
cross the Channel, shall I be in
pain?” But that would be mislead-
ing, since it would suggest that 1
asking what will happen.

In the dental case, I don't know
what conscious state I shall be in.
There are different possibilities. In
the Channel crossing case, there
aren't different possibilities. I al-
ready know what state I'shall be in.
I am merely asking whether that
state could be redescribed in a cer-
tain way.

t matters whether, while re-

ceiving the dental treatment,

1 shall be in pain. And it

matters whether, while cross-
ing the Channel, I shall feel sea-
sick. But it doesn’t matter
whether, in feeling sea-sick, I can
besaid to be in pain.

Return now to our main
example. Suppose I have accepted
our imagined operation, and [
wonder whether the resulting per-
son will be me. Is this like the case
of the treatment, or the Channel
crossing? Am I asking what will
happen, or whether some concept
can be applied?

On my view, I am asking the
second. I already know what's go-
ing to happen. There will be
somcone with my head and my
brother’s body. It's merely ‘a
verbal question whether that per-
son will be me. And that's why,
even if he won't be me, that
doesn’t matter.

Continued on page 20
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It may still be hard to believe
that this is a verbal
don't know Whether I shall exist
tomorrow, jt may be hard to be-
lieve that T know what’s going to
happen. But what js it that I don't
_knpw'.’ If there are different poss-
ibilities, in what would the dif-
ference consist? If [ had a soul, or
Cartesian Ego, there might be dif-
ferent possibilitics. Perhaps when
my head is grafted on to my
bruth&:r's_ body, my soul would
kccAp its intimate relation with my
brain, or perhaps my brother's
soul would take over. But, T be-
lieve, there are no such entities.
What else could the difference be?
When the person with my head
wakes up tomorrow, what could
make it true, or false, that he is
me?

It may be said that, in asking
what will happen, Iam asking what
I can expect. Can T'expect to wake
up again tomorrow? If that person
will be in pain, can I expect to feel
that pain? But this does not help.
These are just other waysofasking
whether that person will or wil] not
be me. In appealing to what I can
€xpect, we do not explain what
would make these different poss-
ibilities.

It-is natwral to reply that this
difference doesn’t need to be ex-
plained. We may think it enough
tosay: Perhaps I shall exist tomor-
row, and perhaps I shan™t. Tt may
scem that thesc must be different
possibilities.

That, however, isanillusion. [f]
shall exist tomorrow, that fact
must consist in certain others. For
there to be two possibilities. so
that it might be either true or false
that I shall exist tomorrow, there
must be some other difference be-
tween these possibilities. There
would be such a difference. for
example, if my brain and body
might cither survive the night, or

be blown to pieces. But. in our,

imagined case, there is no such
other difference. The full facts are
these. After I am made uncon-
scious, my head will be grafted on
to my brother's body, and the per-
son who wakes up will be psycho-
logically just like me. There is no
further essence of me, or property
of me-ness, which either might or
might not be there.

If we tum to the conceptual
level, there are different possibili-
ties. Perhaps that future person
could be correctly called me. Per-
haps he could be correctly called
my brother. Or perhaps neither
would be correct. That, however,
is the only way in which it could be
either true, or false, that this per-
son would be me.

he illusion may persist.
Even when I know the
other facts, [ may want re-
ality to go in one of two
ways. | may wantit to be true that I
shall exist tomorrow. But all that
could be true is that we use langu-
age in one of two ways. Can it be
rational to care about that?

I turn now to a different objec-
tion. I have argued that, in decid-
ing whether to accept this opera-
tion, I need not ask whether the
resulting person would be me. In
such a case, personal identity does
not matter. It may be said: “By
choosing this example, you are
cheating. Perhaps you should ac-
cept this operation. But that is
because the resulting  person
would be you. So this case cannot
show that identity is not what
matters.”

1 accept part of this objection.
Animals continue to exist if there
continues to exist, and to function,
the most important parts of their
bodies. Tt would be reasonable to
claim that, at least in the case of
human beings, the brain is so im-
portant that its survival would be

I question, If -
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the survival of this human being.
On this view, in my imagined.case,
the person with my head tomorrow
would be me. And this is what, on
reflection, most of us would belie-
ve. g

My own view is slightly differ-
ent. [ would state this view, notasa
claim about reality, but as a con-
ceptual claim. On my view, it
would not bg incorrect to call this
person me; and this would be the
best description of this case.

Even if this person can be
claimed to be me, I would still
argue that this is not what matters.
What is important is not identity.
but one or more of the other rela-
tions in which identity consists.
But, when identity coincides with
those other relations, itis harder to
decide whether we accept that ar-
gument’s conclusion. We need a
case where. though some future
person would not be me, this
would not matter.

We are now assuming that, for
me [0 survive, it is enough that my
brain survives, and continues to
function. On this assumption, the
argument can be transferred to
another case. And this will make
it,inone way, stronger.

We can first note that, just as I
could survive with less than my
whole body, I could survive with
less than my whole brain. People
have survived, and with little
change, even when, through a
stroke or injury, they have lost the
use of half their brain. Let us next
suppose that each half of my brain
could support an ordinary mental
life. (Since we are testing our be-
liefs about what matters, it is ir-
relevant whether this is actually
true.)

We can now compare two
possible operations. In the first,
after half my brain is destroyed,
the other half would be success-
fully transplanted into the empty
skull of a body that is just like
mine. Given our assumptions, we
should conclude that, here too, I
would survive. Since I would surv-
ive if my brain were transplanted,
and [ would survive with only half
my brain, I would survive if that
remaining half were transplanted.
So, in this One-Sided Case, the
resulting person would be me.

Consider next the Two-Sided
Case, or My Division. Both halves
of my brain would be successfully
transplanted, into different bod-
ies. Two people would wake up,
each of whom has half my brain,
and is, both physically and psycho-
logically, just like me.

Since these would be two differ-
ent people, it can’t be true that
cach of them is me. That would be
a contradiction. If each of them
wasme, each would be one and the
same person: me. So they couldn’t
be two different people.

Could it be true that only one of-
them is me? That is not a contra-
diction. But, since I have the same
relation to each of these people,
there is nothing that could make
me one of them rather than the
other. It cannot be true, of either
of these people, that he is the one
who could be correctly called me.

- How should I regard these two

operations? Would they preserve
what matters in survival? In the
One-Sided Casc, the one resulting
person would be me. My relation
to that person is just an instance of
the relation between me now qnd
myself tomorrow. That relation
would contain what matters. Inthe
Two-Sided Case, my relation to
that person would be just !l}e
same. So this relation must still
contain what matters, Nothing is
missing. But that person cannot
here be claimed tobe me. Soident-
ity cannot be what matters.

We may object that, if that per-
sonisn’t me, something is missing.
I'm missing. That may seem to
make all the difference. How can
everything still be there if I'm not
there?

Everythingis still there. The fact
that I'm not there is not a real
absence. The relation between me
and that future person is in itself
the same. As in the One-Sided
Case, he has half my brain, and he
is just like me. The difference is
only that, in this Two-Sided Case,
I also have the same relation to the
other resulting person. Why am 1
not there? The explanation is only
this. When this relation holds be-
tween me now and a single person
in the future, we can be called one
and the same person. When this
relation holds between me now
and fwo future people, I cannot be
called one and the same as each of
these pcople. But that is not a
difference in the nature or the con-
tent of this relation. Tn the One-
Sided Case, where half my brain
will be successfully transplanted,
my prospect is survival. That pros-
pect contains what matters, In the
Two-Sided Case, where ~both
halves  will _be - successfully
transplanted, nothing would be
lost.

t can be hard to believe that

identity is not what matters.

But that is casier to accept

when we see why, in this
example, it is true. It may help to
consider this analogy. Imagine a
community of persons who res-
cmble us, but with two exceptions.
First, becausc of facts about their
reproductive system, each couple
has only two children, who are
always twins. Second, because of
special features of their psycho-
logy, it is of great importance for
the development of cach child that
it should not, through the death of
its sibling, become an only child.
Such  children suffer ~severc
psychological damage. It is thus
believed, in this community, that it
matters greatly that each child
should have a twin.

Now suppose that, because of
some biological change, some of
the children in this community are
born as triplets. Should their pa-
rents think this a disaster, becausc
these children don’t have twins?
Clearly not. Why do these children
not have twins? Only because they
each have nvo siblings. Since each
child has twossiblings, the trio must
be called, not twins, but triplets.
But none of these children suffer
damage as an only child. So these
people should revise their view.
What matters isn't having a twin:

it’shaving atleast one sibling,

In our view about identity, we
should make a similar revision,
What matters isn't that there wij
be someone alive who will be me.
Itis rather that there will be atleast
onc living person who will be
psychologically continuous with
me as I am now, and/or who will
have enough of my brain. When
there will be only one such person,
he can be described as me, When
there will be two such people, we
cannot claim that each will be me.
But thatis as trivial as the fact that,
if I had two identical siblings, they
couldn’t be called my twins.

If personal identity isn't what
matters, we must ask what does
matter. There are several possible
answers. And, depending on our
answer, there arc several further
implications. Thus there are
several moral questions which I
cannot even mention here, [ sha||
end with another remark about
our concern for our own future,

That concern is of several kinds,
We may want to survive so thatour
hopes and ambitions wil be
achieved. We may also care about
our future in the same kind of way
in which we care about the futures
of certain other people, suchasour
relatives or friends. But most of ys
have, in addition, a distinctive
kind of egoistic concern. If I know
that my child will be in pain, I may
be more concerned than I would
be about my awn future pain, But
cannot fearfully anticipate my
child’s pain.

This kind of instinctive concern
may, [ believe, be weakened, and
be seen to have no ground, if we
come to accept a reductionist view.
In our thoughts about our own
identity, we are prey to illusions,
Thatis why the so-called “problem
cases” seem to raise problems:
why we find it hard to believe that,
when we know the other facts, itis
an empty or a merely verbal ques-
tion whether we shall still exist,
Evenafter weaccepta reductionist
view, we may continue, at some

level, to think and feel as if that
view were not true. Our own conti-
nued existence may still seem tobe
an independent fact, of a pecu-
liarly deep and simple kind. And
that belief may underlie our antici-
patory concern about our own fu-
ture.

There are, [ suspect, several
causes of that illusory belief. Ihave
discussed one cause today: our
conceptual scheme. We can mis-
take conceptual facts for facts
about reality. And, in the case of
certain concepts, those-that are
most loaded with emotional or
moral significance, we can be led
seriously astray. Of thcse_load_ed
concepts, that of our own xd_enmy
is, perhaps, the most misleading.

Even the use of the word “I” can
lead us astray. Consider the fact
that, in a few years, Ishall l?edend.
This fact can seem depressing. But
the reality is only this. After a
certain time, none of the !hoqgl:::
and experiences that occur will
causally dependent on this braifl,
or be related in certain waystot =
series of experiences. That IS ;
this fact involves. And, in 1[’1:0_
redescription, my death seems
disappear.
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