
The Puzzle of Personal Identity

What’s the Puzzle?



PHILOSOPHY 1

A Few Preliminaries...

An ancient puzzle...

‣ One useful way to begin 
tackling questions of personal 
identity is by considering the 
‘ship of Theseus’

‣ Theseus was an Athenian hero 
who sailed to Crete, defeated 
the Minotaur and rescued 
some Athenian captives. In his 
honor, the Athenians preserved 
his ship, and used to sail it 
around on parade once a year
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A Few Preliminaries...

‣ Over time, however, various bits 
and pieces of the ship needed 
repairing so the Athenians just 
found new parts (shaped just 
like the old parts and made out 
of the same materials) and 
made the necessary repairs

‣ It seems plausible (and very 
intuitive to say) that Theseus’ 
ship was still ‘one and the 
same ship’, even after some 
repairs of this sort were made

The Puzzle of Personal Identity



PHILOSOPHY 1

A Few Preliminaries...

‣ But now suppose that over 
time, every part of the ship 
eventually gets replaced in this 
gradual, piecemeal way

Questions to consider...

‣ Do we still have one and the 
same ship? Does the original 
ship of Theseus still exist? Is it 
able to ‘survive’ such a total 
renovation of its constituent 
parts? 
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A Few Preliminaries...

Another twist to the story...

‣ Now suppose that one 
enterprising Athenian starts 
collecting all of the discarded 
parts from the original ship

‣ And as time goes by, let’s 
suppose that his collection of 
parts accumulates, until 
eventually he has all the pieces 
of the original ship
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A Few Preliminaries...

‣ Next, let’s suppose that he’s able to 
carefully put these pieces 
together, according to the design 
of the original ship, until it’s 
completely rebuilt 

‣ Finally, let’s suppose that this guy’s 
really proud of his work and so the 
next time the annual ‘Ship of 
Theseus Parade’ comes around, he 
brings out his ship and bills it as 
the real ship of Theseus!
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A Few Preliminaries...

Question: Which ship is the real 
ship of Theseus?

‣ Is it the carefully repaired ship? Or is 
it the reconstituted ship built out of 
all of the discarded pieces?

‣ This ancient puzzle raises a number 
of interesting issues about the 
identity of objects over time 

๏ How can something change and yet 
remain the same thing? If something 
changes, it’s different. And if it’s 
different, it’s no longer the same
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Some of these questions 
go beyond what we can 
pursue in this class– since 
they concern the identity 
(and survival) of artifacts

But other questions raised 
by the ship of Theseus 
puzzle have counterparts 
for the metaphysics of 
personal identity

So what is personal 
identity and why is it 

important to dissolve the 
the apparent puzzle?
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A Few Preliminaries...

What is personal identity?

‣ Generally speaking, ‘personal identity’ can deal with a 
wide range of questions about ourselves qua persons

๏ What sort of things, metaphysically speaking, are you and I 
and other human people? What is it to be a person? What 
is necessary, and what is sufficient, for something to count 
as a person, as opposed to a non-person? What properties 
make you and I unique as individuals? Which of my 
properties do I have essentially, and which only 
accidentally or contingently? When did I begin? What will 
happen to me when I die? What sorts of adventures could 
we possibly survive? What sort of thing would necessarily 
bring your existence to an end? What determines which 
past or future being is you?   
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A Few Preliminaries...

The main issue/question...

‣ Philosophers interested in the metaphysics of personal 
identity tend to focus specifically on what the identity 
conditions for persons are-- that is, questions about 
when we have a case of one and the same person, 
and when we don't.

‣ This is sometimes this is referred to as the ‘Persistence 
Question’ (PQ)

๏ What does it take for a person to persist from one time to 
another as the same person? What does the persistence 
of persons over time consist in?  
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A Few Preliminaries...

Understanding just what a theory of personal 
identity is supposed to explain...

‣ All of us undergo a number of different changes 
throughout our lives... our bodies change, our minds 
change (e.g. our beliefs, desires, attitudes, etc)

‣ Nevertheless, we ordinarily assume that these changes 
happen to one and the same person. But how is that 
possible? How can a person change and yet, still 
remain the same?

‣ This is the question that theories of personal identity try 
to explain... Call it the ‘persistence question’(PQ)
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A Few Preliminaries...

Numerical vs. Qualitative Identity...

‣ The (PQ) is often misunderstood since the expression 
“same person” can be understood in at least two 
different senses... 

๏ The (PQ) is concerned with the numerical identity of 
persons. To say A and B are numerically identical persons 
is to say that A and B are one and the same person... that 
is, one person rather than two 

๏ The (PQ) is not concerned with the qualitative identity of 
persons. To say that A and B are qualitatively identical 
persons is to say that A and B are exactly similar persons...  
there may be no telling them apart, but they are not 
numerically identical, for there are two of them
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A Few Preliminaries...

Understanding the difference 
between qualitative and 
quantitative sameness...

‣ It’s important not to confuse the 
question of numerical identity with 
that of qualitative identity– they are 
completely different issues

‣ You can have cases of qualitative 
identity without numerical identity 
and cases of numerical identity 
without qualitative identity
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A Few Preliminaries...

Metaphysical vs. Epistemic criterions...

‣ We also need to distinguish between a metaphysical 
and epistemic criterion of identity

๏ A metaphysical criterion of X tells us necessary and 
sufficient conditions of being X

๏ An epistemological criterion of X tells us how to ascertain 
whether something is X

๏ This is like the distinction between essence and symptom. 
The fact that you have certain spots might be a reliable 
symptom (epistemological criterion) of your having 
chicken pox, but having chicken pox consists in having a 
certain virus (metaphysical criterion)... The (PQ) is 
concerned with the nature (essence) of personal identity
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The Proposed Theory

John Locke

‣ According to Locke, we are 
essentially ‘persons’. In other 
words, he thinks that’s the kind 
of thing that we, most 
fundamentally, are

‣ What’s a person, exactly?

“A person is a thinking intelligent 
being, that has reason and reflection, 
and can consider itself as itself, the 
same thinking thing, in different times 
and places”
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John Locke

“Since consciousness always accompanies 
thinking, and it is that which makes everyone 
to be that which he calls self, and thereby 
distinguishes himself from other thinking 
things, in this alone consists personal identity, 
i.e. the sameness of a rational being; and as 
far as this consciousness can be extended 
backwards to any past action or thought, so 
far reaches the identity of that person; it is the 
same self now it was then...”
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The Proposed Theory

Understanding Locke’s theory...

‣ According to Locke, what is necessary and sufficient for 
personal identity is continuity of consciousness through 
memory

‣ As such, Locke’s criterion of personal identity might be 
stated as follows:

๏ Person X at time T1 is identical with person Y at time T2 if 
and only if person Y is consciously connected to person X 
in the sense that Y can remember the thoughts and 
experiences of X
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Evaluating The Theory

The theory is ontologically 
simpler than the alternatives... 

‣ Locke’s account is neutral 
when it comes to the debate 
between materialists and 
dualists

๏ Since Locke’s account focuses on 
the persistence of consciousness 
itself rather than the persistence 
of the thing doing the thinking 
(either an immaterial soul or a 
material brain), it need not be 
committed to the claims of either 
metaphysical theory
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Evaluating The Theory

The theory correctly captures 
our responsibility intuitions... 

‣ Locke’s theory seems to get 
judgments about moral 
responsibility right

๏ Consider, for instance, the Night 
man/Day man case (Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde)... Don’t we want to 
say that there are two different 
persons here in terms of moral 
responsibility, even if they happen 
to share a single material body or 
immaterial soul? 

The Puzzle of Personal Identity

PHILOSOPHY 1

Evaluating The Theory

The theory correctly captures 
our anticipation intuitions... 

‣ Locke’s account seems intuitive 
in the sense that the continued 
conscious awareness of 
ourselves as ourselves is what 
we really care about

๏ Consider, for instance, Leibniz’s 
(17th C) King of China thought 
experiment... Why would anyone 
want to suddenly become the 
king of China if they could not 
remember who they were before?   
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Evaluating The Theory

The theory correctly captures 
our intuitions in various identity 
puzzle cases... 

‣ Were consciousness to jump 
bodies, wouldn’t we want to 
say that the person has also 
jumped bodies?

๏ Consider, for instance, Locke’s 
Prince and the Cobbler case and 
other modern ‘body-swap’ cases 
such as Freaky Friday... Don’t we 
go where our consciousness 
goes? 
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A few worries...
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Evaluating The Theory

The memory gap objection

‣ If a person persists as the same 
person if and only if there is 
continuity of consciousness 
through memory, then it seems 
to follow that we would cease 
to persist whenever there are 
‘gaps’ in our memory

‣ But this seems really (really) 
hard to believe... Does anyone 
remember everything?
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Evaluating The Theory

Butler’s circularity objection

‣ Is Locke’s account guilty of 
circular reasoning?

‣ If memory is used to establish 
personal identity, but memory 
in turn depends on the person 
whose identity it is supposed to 
account for, then we have  
assumed in our explanation 
the very notion of self which the 
use of memory was supposed 
to explain
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Evaluating The Theory

Butler’s circularity objection

‣ The gist of Butler’s objection is 
that Locke’s account begs the 
question since memory 
presupposes personal identity 
and therefore cannot 
constitute a criterion of it. 

๏ In other words, rather than being 
that which establishes a person’s 
identity, memory is the kind of 
thing which depends logically 
upon the person whose memory it 
is...
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Evaluating The Theory

Reid’s inconsistency objection

‣ The gist of Reid’s objection is 
that Locke’s account violates 
the principle of the transitivity 
of identity

๏ If A is identical to B, and if B is 
identical to C, then A is identical 
to C

‣ As such, Reid maintains that 
Locke’s theory is inconsistent 
since it leads to a logical 
contradiction
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Thomas Reid

“Suppose a brave officer to have been flogged when a boy at 
school for robbing an orchard, (then) to have taken a standard 
[flag] from the enemy in his first campaign, and (then) to have 
been made a general in advanced life; suppose, also... that, 
when he took the standard, he was conscious of his having been 
flogged at school, and that, when made a general, he was 
conscious of his taking the standard, but had absolutely lost the 
consciousness of his flogging. These things being supposed, it 
follows, from Mr. Locke’s doctrine, that he who was flogged at 
school is the same person who took the standard, and that he 
who took the standard is the same person who was made a 
general. Whence it follows, if there be any truth in logic, that the 
general is the same person with him who was flogged at school. 
But the general’s consciousness does not reach so far back as 
his flogging; therefore, according to Mr. Locke’s doctrine, he is not 
the person who was flogged. Therefore the general is, and at the 
same time is not, the same person with him who was flogged at 
school...”

= =

≠

On Locke’s account, the old general is identical 
to the brave officer and the brave officer is 
identical to the young boy but the old general 
is not identical to the young boy. But this can’t 
be right since identity is a transitive relation: If A 
= B, and B = C, then it follows that A = C.
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Evaluating The Theory

The insufficiency objection...

‣ Although memory is an 
important ingredient of 
personal identity, isn’t there 
more to us than our memories?

‣ Who we are seems to be 
determined by not only our 
experiences (and what can be 
remembered of them), but also 
by other mental notions such 
as desires, intentions, etc.
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The Proposed Theory

The modern ‘psychological continuity’ theory

‣ Despite the fact that Locke’s account of personal 
identity faces serious problems, by far the most popular 
view of personal identity is some amended version of 
Locke’s account-- according to which, what is 
necessary and sufficient for personal identity is just the 
right kind of psychologically connection 

๏ Person X at time T1 is identical with person Y at time T2 if 
and only if person Y is psychologically connected to person 
X in the right sort of way--namely, by means of a 
psychological connection that is non-circular, internally 
consistent and sufficiently rich to account for the many 
aspects of our psychology that go into making us who we 
are
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A Quick Review...

The modern ‘biological continuity’ theory

‣ But according to some philosophers, what 
psychological continuity theorists say about our 
persistence through time is not true since no sort of 
psychological continuity is either necessary or sufficient 
for us to persist because we are essentially animals

‣ This alternative account (put forward by philosophers 
such as Eric Olson) is often called ‘animalism’

๏ If X is a person at time T1, and Y exists at any other time, 
then X is identical to Y if and only if Y’s biological organism 
is continuous with X’s biological organism (Note that Y may 
or may not be a person, which allows that X might be one 
and the same as a fetus or someone in a PVS)
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“Because we are human animals, and no sort of psychological 
continuity is either necessary or sufficient for a human animal 
to persist. [It’s] not necessary, because each human animal 
starts out as an embryo, and could end up as a human 
vegetable. Human embryos and human vegetables have no 
psychological properties at all, and you can’t be 
psychologically continuous with a being that has no 
psychology...

[Moreover, cases like] the brain-transplant story, if they are 
possible, show that no sort of psychological continuity is 
sufficient for a human animal to persist. [For] if your cerebrum 
gets put into another head, the one who gets that organ, and 
no one else, will be psychologically continuous, at that time, 
with you as you were before the operation. But the surgeons 
don’t thereby move a human animal from one head to 
another. [Rather] they simply move an organ from one animal 
to another, just as they might do with a kidney or a liver. As 
such, we can have full psychological continuity between one 
human animal and another...”



Can an adequate theory 

of personal identity be 

cashed out in terms of 

either psychological or 

biological continuity?
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The Proposed Theory

Derek Parfit

‣ According to Parfit, if we spend 
some time considering a few 
interesting puzzle cases 
involving personal identity and 
the problem of ‘duplication’, it 
seems clear that most if not all 
accounts of personal identity 
run into serious (if not totally 
irreconcilable) problems

‣ For instance, consider the 
following kind of puzzle case...
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Derek Parfit

“Consider next the ‘double case’, or my 
division. [In this case] both halves of my brain 
would be successfully transplanted, into 
different bodies that are just like mine. Two 
people would wake up, each of whom has half 
my brain, and is, both physically and 
psychologically, just like me. Since these would 
be two different people, it cannot be true taht 
each of them is me. That would be a 
contradiction. If each of them was me, each 
would be one and the same person: me...”    



Derek Parfit

“Could it be true that only one of them is me? 
That would not be a contradiction. 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...”    

What does Parfit think 
such considerations 

demonstrate?



Derek Parfit

“How should I regard these operations? Would 
they preserve what matters in survival? In the 
single case, the one resulting person would be 
me. The relation between me now and that 
future person is just an instance of the relation 
between me now and myself tomorrow. So that 
relation would contain what matters. In the 
double case, my relation to that person would 
be just the same. So this relation must still 
contain what matters. Nothing is missing. But 
that person cannot here be claimed to be me. 
So identity cannot be what matters...”    

Derek Parfit

“Personal identity is widely thought to have 
great rational and moral significance... [For] it 
is the fact of identity which is thought to give us 
our reason for concern about our own future. 
And several moral principles, such as those of 
desert or distributive justice, presuppose claims 
about identity...

Most of us believe that we should care about 
our future because it will be our future. [But] I 
believe what matters is not identity but certain 
other relations...”    
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The Proposed Theory

Understanding Parfit’s reasoning about identity...

‣ In a series of articles Parfit argues that strict numerical 
identity is not ‘what matters’ to us when it comes to our 
survival

‣ Generally speaking, Parfit doesn’t feel that numerical 
identity is a necessary component of any question 
relevant to survival. Nor does he feel that there must be 
a true answer to all questions about personal identity. 

‣ As such, he is quite willing to accept that questions of 
personal identity are paradoxical, as long as he can 
slip the question of survival past the paradox.
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Evaluating The Theory

Understanding Parfit’s reasoning about identity...

‣ Here’s another way to formulate Parfit’s reasoning on the 
subject: 

(1) Numerical identity is a ‘one-one relation’ and does not 
admit of degree

(2) What matters for our survival is psychological continuity

(3) Psychological continuity need not be a one-one relation 
and may admit of degree

(4) Therefore, numerical identity is not what matters for our 
survival.
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