
Ted Sider — Personal Identity

• There is a ten-year-old kid that you remember being. That ten-year-old kid has different beliefs,
different friends, and different goals and aspirations than you do. Nevertheless, we still think that
you are the same person as that ten-year-old kid.

– It makes sense to be proud, or embarrassed, by things that ten-year-old kid did. It does not
make sense to be either proud or embarrassed by things that somebody else did when they
were ten.

• But how can you be the same person, if you’re totally different now?

– Distinguish two kinds of sameness: numerical and qualitative sameness.

∗ Every copy of Twilight is qualitatively the same — they all have the same ending, for
instance.

∗ However, every distinct copy of Twilight is numerically different. Your copy of Twi-
light and your sister’s copy of Twilight are not one and the same book. They are not
numerically the same.
· Only your particular copy of Twilight is numerically the same as itself.

Your copy of Twilight = Your copy of Twilight

Your copy of Twilight , Your sister’s copy of Twilight

– Even though you are qualitatively different from your former self, you are numerically the
same person.

You at age 10 = You at age 20

• Ok, so what makes you numerically the same person as that ten-year-old you remember being?

– A First-pass: that ten-year-old is numerically the same as you because you and they are both
made up of the same matter

∗ That won’t work, because you are constantly losing and gaining new bits of matter. In
all likelihood, there is no matter that you share with your ten-year-old self.

– Another shot: you and your ten-year-old self both have the numerically same soul.

∗ Problem: It’s not clear that there are any souls. Even if there are, modern neuroscience
makes it look as though the seat of consciousness and the determinants of memory,
personality, and the like are in the brain, and not the soul. So whatever souls are going
to be, they will not be the things that determine our memories, our personalities, etc.

∗ But then, it looks as though its possible, for all we know, that our souls are constantly
swapping places. Would we want to say, then, that you are not the same person that
you were when you were ten, just because some undetectable metaphysical entity com-
pletely unconnected to your body, memories, personality, or desires is different?
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– Another attempt: it is the spatio-temporal continuity of your body and the body of your
ten-year-old self that makes you and them numerically the same person.

∗ This is a good practical guide to personal identity. However, we want to know more
than what gives evidence that you and your ten-year-old self are numerically the same
person. We want to know what makes you and your ten-year-old self the same person.
· Compare: Being shiny and weighing a certain amount is good evidence that some-

thing is gold. But it’s not what makes that thing gold. What makes it gold is that it
has an atomic number of 79.

∗ Problem for the spatio-temporal continuity theory: Freaky Friday. The daughter and the
mother both hold onto the monkey’s paw, and their entire psychologies are swapped.
The person in the mother’s body remembers being the daughter and has all of the
daughter’s beliefs, desires, and character traits. The person in the daughter’s body
remembers being the mother, and has all of the mother’s beliefs, desires, and character
traits.

∗ Conclusion: the person in the mother’s body is the daughter, and the person in the
daughter’s body is the mother.

∗ However, there is no spatio-temporal continuity between the mother’s body and the
daughter’s body. So, the spatio-temporal continuity theory will incorrectly predict that
the person walking around in the mother’s body is the mother, and the person walking
around in the daughter’s body is the daughter.

– Ok, so let’s try this: it is the psychological continuity of you and your ten-year-old self
that makes you two one and the same person. There is a chain of continuous psychological
states leading from them to you, with memories gradually accumulating and personality
traits, beliefs, and desires changing gradually if at all. That’s what makes you and your
ten-year-old self numerically the same.

∗ Problem: Suppose a mad scientist kidnaps Charles and scrambles his brain to give him
the psychology of Guy Fawkes. Charles remembers everything that Fawkes remem-
bered at the end of his life, has all the same personality traits, beliefs, desires, etc.
According to the psychological continuity theory,

Charles = Fawkes

However, the mad scientist has a machine which can scramble people’s brains and give
them Guy Fawkes’ psychology. It’d be a shame to only use it once. So, he also kidnaps
Robert, and gives him the psychology of Fawkes. Now, according to the psychological
continuity theory,

Robert = Fawkes

But, since numerical sameness (=) is transitive, this means that, according to the psy-
chological continuity theory,

Charles = Robert

But that’s absurd. Charles and Robert are two numerically different people.

– Ok, well, maybe we should back up to the spatio-temporal continuity theory.

2



∗ Not so fast: the very same problem arises for the spatio-temporal continuity theory.
∗ That theory has to allow that you can lose some parts of your body; the amputee is not

a numerically different person after the amputation than they were before.
· How much can you lose? It looks like you should be able to lose the entire left half

of your body and still survive. Each hemisphere of the brain can learn, to some
extent at least, to perform the tasks of the other. If one entire half of your body was
riddled with cancer, and we removed that half of the body, and replaced the other
half with a prosthesis, that would be a way of saving your life.

∗ So, suppose that your entire body is riddled with cancer, and we’re going to attempt a
risky life-saving procedure. To double your odds, we split you down the middle, and
treat each half of you separately. Suppose that miraculously, each half survives. Call
the original version of you ‘Youold’, and call the two versions of you left over after the
operation ‘You1

new’ and ‘You2
new’

Youold

You1
new You2

new
∗ But now we face the very same duplication problem we faced with the psychological

continuity theory, since it seems like

Youold = You1
new

since, if You2
new had died and only You1

new survived, we would not hesitate to say that
you survived the operation. And, additionally,

Youold = You2
new

since, if You1
new had died and You2

new had survived, we would not hesitate to say that
you survived the operation. But then, by the transitivity of =,

You1
new = You2

new

But that’s absurd.

• Sider: perhaps we should deny that you are numerically the same as your former self.
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