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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We all accept that killing is in general wrong, but virtually all of us also recognize
certain exceptions—that is, we concede that there can be instances in which killing
is permissible. In addition to accepting the obvious permissibility of killing microbes
and plants (except when this is objectionable for either instrumental or impersonal
reasons), most people believe that it can be permissible in a variety of circumstances
to kill animals, and also that it can be permissible to kill other human beings in self-
defense and in appropriate conditions in war.

There are four distinct categories into which we may sort most or all instances of
killing for which there may be a reasonable justification. Perhaps the most con-
tentious category consists of cases in which killing would simply promote the greater
good—for example, a case in which killing one person would prevent the killing, or
the deaths, of a much greater number of people. Most people who believe that killing
can on occasion be permissible for this sort of reason also believe that, in at least
most of these instances, certain restrictions on agency have to be satisfied—for ex-
ample, that the killing must be a merely foreseen side effect rather than an intended
means of achieving the greater good. Although it is important, I will not be concerned
with this category of possibly justifiable killings.

The second category consists of cases in which an individual has done something
that has lowered the moral barriers to harming him, or compromised his status as in-
violable, or made him liable to action that might result in his death. Cases in which
killing might be thought to be justified for this sort of reason include killing in self-
defense, killing in war, and killing as a mode of punishment. This range of cases will
be the topic of another book, now in progress, that will be a companion volume to
this one. This book, subtitled Problems at the Margins of Life, may thus be regarded
as the first volume of a two-volume work on The Ethics of Killing, of which the sec-
ond volume will be the projected book on self-defense, war, and capital punishment.

The third category of possibly permissible killing consists of cases in which the
metaphysical or moral status of the individual killed is uncertain or controversial.
Among those beings whose nature arguably entails a moral status inferior to our own
are animals, human embryos and fetuses, newborn infants, anencephalic infants,
congenitally severely retarded human beings, human beings who have suffered se-
vere brain damage or dementia, and human beings who have become irreversibly
comatose. These are all beings that are in one way or another “at the margins.” There
are pressing moral questions about the permissibility, in certain circumstances, of
killing individuals of these sorts, or of allowing them to die. Among the practices
(whether actual or as yet hypothetical) that raise these questions are meat eating, ani-
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mal experimentation, abortion, infanticide, embryo research, the use of living anen-
cephalic infants as organ donors, the termination of life-support for the irreversibly
comatose, perhaps in order to obtain their organs for transplantation, and the with-
drawal of life-support for demented or incompetent patients in compliance with an
earlier advance directive. I will address some, though not all, of these problems in
this book, along with certain related issues, such as the morality of inflicting prena-
tal injury.”

The fourth and final category comprises cases in which death would not be a
harm to an individual but instead a benefit. In many such cases, the individual for
whom death would be a benefit also desires to die and may request to be killed or
helped to die. The practical issues that arise under this heading are suicide, assisted
suicide, and euthanasia. Although my main focus in this book will be on the marginal
cases, I will also discuss certain dimensions of the problems raised by the cases in
this fourth category.

The practical issue that I will discuss at greatest length is abortion. As this man-
uscript is being completed (October 2000), it has been announced that the “abortion
pill” is soon to be legally available in the United States. To many it may seem that this
represents a decisive victory for those who favor the legal permissibility of abortion
and that the practice of abortion will become socially invisible and thus eventually
cease to be a matter of public controversy. It may therefore seem that to publish a
book on abortion at this point is rather like writing on the morality of slavery, an issue
that is now primarily of academic interest. But, although I defend the permissibility
of abortion and thus welcome the introduction of the abortion pill, I do not believe
the debate should end until we have the kind of intellectual and moral certainty about
abortion that we have about slavery. It is important to notice that the ostensible victims
of abortion—fetuses—are not parties to the debate, while of those who are involved
in it, the only ones who have a significant personal interest or stake in the outcome
are those who would benefit from the practice. There is therefore a danger that abortion
could triumph in the political arena simply because it is favored by self-interest and
opposed only by ideals. We should therefore be wary of the possibility of abortion
becoming an unreflective practice, like meat eating, simply because it serves the in-
terests of those who have the power to determine whether it is practiced. The argu-
ments in the public debate that focus narrowly, and implausibly, on “choice” reveal a
tendency to try to convert abortion from a question of ethics into a question of inter-
ests. This book, although it offers a novel, complex, and, I hope, plausible defense of
the permissibility of abortion, nevertheless seeks to keep us focused on ethical rather
than merely political considerations.

This is a long book and may require some effort from general readers. I have tried
to go deep, which means that in places the argument can become complex. But I have
also tried to write simply and clearly and to avoid language and arguments that might
be described as technical. Thus, if there are passages in the book that some readers
may find difficult, I hope that the difficulty is in the depth of the ideas themselves and
not in their articulation. Indeed, I have in places—particularly in chapter 1—given a
certain priority to accessibility over thoroughness in argument, in that I have con-
sciously refrained from trying to make the argument absolutely watertight by plung-
ing into arcane matters of technical philosophy. I have also avoided some of the te-
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dious apparatus of academic books, such as footnotes or endnotes freighted with sub-
stantive material. The notes to this book contain only textual citations, with an occa-
sional brief comment on one of the pieces referred to. Finally, it is perhaps worth not-
ing that the book should get easier as it progresses, since the earlier chapters contain
arguments in metaphysics and ethical theory that provide the foundations for the
later, more immediately accessible material on practical issues.

I have been working on this book, albeit intermittently, since the late 1980s. Over
this period, ideas or arguments that I had developed have occasionally appeared in-
dependently in the published work of others. This is especially true of the material in
chapter 1 on personal identity, some of which, I confess, has begun to seem a trifle
musty even to me, though it seemed fresher in the late 1980s when I first developed
the position I defend here. (Even if that position now lacks the glamour of novelty, it
still seems to me the most plausible view on offer.) When other writers have inde-
pendently produced ideas or arguments that coincide with those that I developed dur-
ing the writing of this book, I have tried to acknowledge the overlap in the endnotes.
In cases in which I have knowingly borrowed from another writer, I have tried to in-
dicate this by employing such phrases as “here I follow . . .”

I have, of course, intellectual debts other than those acknowledged in the notes. I
am deeply grateful to my teachers: to the late Charles Harrison, who was profoundly
influential in forming my mind when I was an undergraduate studying literature, and
to my three graduate supervisors in philosophy, Jonathan Glover, Derek Parfit, and
Bernard Williams. I also owe a debt of gratitude to the late Gregory Kavka for his en-
couragement of my work and discussion of my ideas in their embryonic stages. Many
others have given me valuable comments on various parts of this book. I have been
helped by discussions with N. Ann Davis, Dennis McKerlie, Paul Saka, members of
the Philosophy Department of Kansas State University, and the philosophy majors of
the class of 2001 at Pomona College. I have also been greatly aided by those who have
given me written comments on certain chapters, or parts of these chapters. For com-
ments on chapter 1, I am indebted to David McCarthy, Eric Olson, Ingmar Persson, and
Peter Unger; on chapter 2, to David Boonin, Ruth Chang, Kai Draper, Walter Glannon,
Saul Smilansky, and Alec Walen; on chapter 3 to Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen; on
chapter 4 to Phillip Montague, Peter Singer, and David Wasserman; and on chapter 5
to Hugh LaFollette, Peter Singer, and Noam Zohar. Eric Rakowski very generously
commented on the whole of the manuscript, as did Derek Parfit, to whose exacting
standards of philosophical imaginativeness, depth, and rigor I have vainly endeav-
ored, for more than twenty years, to conform my own work.

Finally, I gratefully acknowledge the support for my work from three sources at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign: the Center for Advanced Study, the
Program for the Study of Cultural Values and Ethics, and the Research Board.
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Identity

I. PRELIMINARIES

There are many reasons why abortion remains one of the most intractably controver-
sial of all moral issues. But the main reason is that the moral and metaphysical status
of human embryos and fetuses is shrouded in darkness. In some respects these beings
are similar to you and me; in others they are profoundly different. One might think,
however, that at least it is certain that one once was an embryo and then a fetus. That,
it might be thought, is an important consideration in determining the moral and meta-
physical status of these beings.

There is a similar uncertainty about the status of human beings who are irre-
versibly comatose or who have suffered severe brain damage or dementia. But, again,
one might think that we can know at least this: that one might oneself later exist in an
irreversible coma or a state of advanced dementia.

One cannot, however, simply take it for granted that one once existed as an em-
bryo or fetus, or that one could continue to exist in an irreversible coma. These ubiqui-
tous assumptions are considerably more contentious than is commonly recognized.
And it is particularly important for the purposes of this book to subject them to criti-
cal scrutiny, along with the alternative views with which they conflict. For our main
concern in this book will be with the morality of killing beings of these sorts: that is,
beings on the margins of life. It is therefore essential to determine whether, in killing
an embryo, a fetus, or an individual in an irreversible coma, one would be killing an
entity of a sort that you and I once were, or might become.

In attempting to determine when we began to exist and what the conditions of our
dying or ceasing to exist are, it is important to avoid certain confusions to which it is
easy to succumb. Writing about abortion, Walker Percy, who was a physician before
he became a novelist, invites us to consider the common view that, “since there is no
agreement about the beginning of human life, it is therefore a private religious or
philosophical decision and therefore the state and the courts can do nothing about it.”
Percy claims:

this is a con. I . . . submit that religion, philosophy, and private opinion have nothing
to do with this issue. I further submit that it is a commonplace of modern biology,

3



4 THE ETHICS OF KILLING

known to every high-school student and no doubt to you the reader as well, that the
life of every individual organism, human or not, begins when the chromosomes of
the sperm fuse with the chromosomes of the ovum to form a new DNA complex that
thenceforth directs the ontogenesis of the organism. . . . [T]he onset of individual life
is not a dogma of the Church but a fact of science.!

It does seem true that a new human life begins to exist when a human sperm fuses
with a human egg; for the resulting entity—the zygote—does not seem to be identi-
cal with either the sperm or the egg, it is indisputably alive (rather than being inani-
mate or dead), and it is genetically human. To this extent, Percy is right. But from the
fact that something living and human begins to exist around the time of conception it
does not follow that you or I began to exist at conception. To see this, note the con-
troversial assumptions that underlie Percy’s “commonplace of modern biology.”

First, he assumes that the zygote is the first stage in the existence of a human or-
ganism. There are, however, serious reasons for doubting that a human organism be-
gins to exist at conception. I will present these later; for the moment, let us simply
grant this initial assumption. For even if we grant that a new human organism begins
to exist at conception, it follows from this that we began to exist at conception only
if we are human organisms—that is, only if each of us is numerically identical with,
or one and the same thing as, the human organism that he or she animates.

As one recent writer puts it, “the answer to the question ‘When did I begin to
exist?’ . . . seems to depend on the answer to the question “What am 12”2 Thus, if 1
am a human organism, I began to exist when this organism did. But the assumption
that I am numerically identical with the organism with which (to put it as neutrally as
possible) I coexist is hardly uncontroversial. It is, indeed, particularly surprising that
Percy, a Catholic, should implicitly assume that we are organisms. For Christian the-
ology rejects this view and instead embraces one or another of these three views:
(1) that we are souls that are distinct from our organisms, (2) that we are entities that
consist of two parts—a soul and an organism—with the soul being the essential part,
and (3) that we are each an essential union or fusion of soul and organism. On none
of these views is it necessary that we begin to exist when our organisms do. If one is
a nonphysical soul that may continue to exist after one’s organism dies, or if one has
a human organism as a nonessential part, or if one can exist only as an organism in-
formed by a soul, it is possible that one began to exist only after one’s organism did.

Notice another assumption that Percy makes—namely, that the answer to the
question of when we begin to exist, which presupposes a view about what kind of
thing we essentially are, is given by science. But the question of what kind of thing
we are is not a scientific question at all. Science may tell us many things about human
organisms, but it cannot tell us whether we are human organisms. Consider, by way
of analogy, a statue that has been fashioned out of a lump of bronze. Whether the
statue is one and the same thing as the lump of bronze (that is, whether it is numeri-
cally identical with the lump of bronze) is not a question that science can answer.
That the statue and the lump of bronze occupy the same region of space and are com-
posed of exactly the same constituent elements may suggest that they are identical.
But the fact that the lump of bronze existed before the statue was made suggests that
they cannot be identical. There are no empirical tests that could settle this issue,
which is a matter of metaphysics rather than science.
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Percy seems to have been misled by the way in which he posed his question. In-
stead of asking when we begin to exist, he asked, as many others do, when human life
begins. As we have seen, it is possible that the correct answers to these two questions
are entirely different (or, to be more precise, that there are several correct answers to
the latter, depending on what kind of living human entity one has in mind, only one
of which coincides with the correct answer to the former). And, if the answers are dif-
ferent, it is surely the answer to the question of when we begin to exist that is more
important for moral purposes.

To understand when we begin to exist, as well as what is essentially involved in
our ceasing to exist, we must determine what is necessarily involved in our continu-
ing to exist over time—or, as some have put it, what our identity over time necessar-
ily consists in. This is what is known as the problem of personal identity, or the prob-
lem of personal identity over time. It is not as simple a matter as it may seem. We are
all continuously changing. One has, for example, undergone radical changes since
the time one was two years old, so that one is now very different, both physically and
psychologically, from the way one was then. Yet one has persisted, or continued to
exist as one and the same individual, throughout all those changes. What is it that
makes one now the same individual as that two-year-old child?

According to certain views, personal identity over time is not reducible to or ex-
plicable in terms of anything else. Many people, for example, believe that we are es-
sentially nonmaterial substances, or souls. Unlike the human body, which is consti-
tuted by a vast collection of cells organized in complex ways, the soul is thought to be
simple and indivisible. It is not composed of anything other than itself; it has no sepa-
rable parts or constituents. Thus, while the continued existence of a human body con-
sists in the maintenance of certain continuities and patterns of organization among its
constituent elements, the continued existence of the soul cannot be analyzed in terms
of anything else. Its continued existence is primitive, or irreducible.

Other views of personal identity are reductionist.’ They hold that the continued
existence of someone such as you or me consists in the holding of various physical
or psychological continuities over time. According to these views, there is a certain
relation (other than identity itself) or set of relations that must hold between a person
at an earlier time and a person at a later time in order for it to be the case that these
persons are one and the same person at different times. Once we know what this re-
lation or set of relations is, we will be able to determine both when individuals like
ourselves begin to exist and what is essentially involved in our ceasing to exist. To
determine when we came into existence, we begin with ourselves now and track the
relevant relation or relations back through the past to the time at which there first ex-
isted an entity related to us in the relevant way. It was then that we began to exist.*
And what is, in all normal cases, involved in our ceasing to exist is that there will no
longer be anyone in the future who will be related to us in the relevant way.

I should stress that, although these issues are generally discussed under the head-
ing of “personal identity,” we should not be misled by this phrase to suppose that this
is a de dicto inquiry into the conditions of personhood—that is, an inquiry about
what it is to be and to remain a person. Our interest here is in what is necessarily in-
volved in our continuing to exist. And this may be different from what is necessarily
involved in our being or remaining persons. For it may be possible for someone such
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as you or me to cease to be a person and yet continue to exist. Whether this is in fact
possible depends, of course, both on how one understands the notion of a “person”
and on what kind of thing we essentially are. Throughout this book, I will use the
term “person” to refer to any entity with a mental life of a certain order of complex-
ity and sophistication. Roughly speaking, to be a person, one must have the capacity
for self-consciousness. This use of the term goes back at least as far as the philo-
sophical writings of John Locke and is recognized by the Oxford English Dictionary,
which gives “a self-conscious or rational being” as one definition of “person.” But
there are, of course, other uses that are more common in ordinary discourse.

Whether we could cease to be persons in this sense and yet continue to exist is
one of the questions at issue in the debate about personal identity. The same is true in
the case of other terms commonly used to designate entities of our kind. For example,
it should be an open question, at this stage of the inquiry, whether one could cease to
be a human being and yet continue to exist. Insofar as they are fairly sharply defined,
all of the various general terms used to refer to entities of our kind—for example,
“person,” “human being,” “human organism,” “soul,” “mind”—correspond to differ-
ent accounts of personal identity. Thus, to avoid begging substantive questions, the
inquiry must be couched, at least initially, in a neutral vocabulary. I will often, there-
fore, employ such locutions as “individuals like you and me” and “entities of our
kind,” presupposing that we can identify paradigm instances of the members of the
class without necessarily being able to define the boundaries of the class. In short, ex-
actly what kind of thing we are is something we cannot know in advance of an in-
vestigation of the problem of personal identity, but is instead something we should
hope to learn from it. (I will, of course, continue to refer to us as persons, though
without prejudice to the question whether we have always been or must necessarily
continue to be persons.)

To clarify these matters, it will help to introduce some technical terms. Sortal
concepts are classificatory concepts. Logicians distinguish between two different
types of sortal: phase sortals and substance sortals.> A phase sortal designates a kind
to which an individual may belong through only part of its history. “Adolescent,” for
example, is a phase sortal; for, although one was not an adolescent when one began
to exist, one later became an adolescent and eventually ceased to be one, all the while
remaining one and the same individual throughout the various transformations. A
substance sortal, by contrast, designates a kind to which an individual necessarily be-
longs throughout its entire existence. Substance sortals indicate the sort of thing an
entity essentially is—that is, the sort of thing it must be if it is to exist at all and thus
the sort of thing it cannot cease to be without ceasing to exist. For example, although
an individual that is an adolescent may exist without being an adolescent, an individ-
ual that is a plant cannot exist without being a plant. It cannot, for example, cease to
be a plant and yet continue to exist. “Plant” is thus a substance sortal. Because they
necessarily apply to individuals throughout their entire histories, substance sortals
specify necessary conditions for the identities of those individuals. If x is a substance
sortal, there are criteria for being an x that any x must satisfy as long as it exists.

It is worth stressing that the criteria given by the substance sortal appear to state
only a necessary condition for the continued existence of an individual of the kind x.
It is not always sufficient for the continued existence of an individual x that, begin-
ning with that individual, one can trace the continuous presence through space and
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time of an x. Assume for the sake of argument that “dog” is a substance sortal. Sup-
pose that, on each of ten successive days, surgeons replace one-tenth of the body
parts of a male golden retriever with corresponding parts, including the brain, taken
from a female German shepherd. Over the course of the ten days, there will be a liv-
ing dog continuously present on the operating table. But at the beginning of the first
day this will be a male golden retriever while at the end of the tenth it will be a fe-
male German shepherd. Most of us will be inclined to say that, despite the overlap-
ping of their various parts on the operating table over the ten-day period, the golden
retriever with which the surgeons began and the German shepherd with which they
end up are different individual dogs. If that is right, the continuous presence through
space and time of a dog does not guarantee the continued existence of a particular in-
dividual dog. More generally, the continuous presence of a certain kind of entity (or,
more technically, spatiotemporal continuity under a substance sortal) does not guar-
antee the continued existence of an individual.

My earlier remark—that each of the various general terms indicating what sort of
entity we are corresponds to a different account of personal identity over time—is
true only on the assumption that the terms are understood as substance sortals. If, for
example, “person” is a substance sortal and I am a person, then among the conditions
of my continuing to exist as one and the same individual will be the conditions of per-
sonhood—that is, I must retain the capacity for self-conscious mental activity. By
contrast, if “person” is a phase sortal, it will not give necessary conditions for the
continued existence of anyone who is a person. For one could cease to be a person
without ceasing to exist, just as a child may cease to be a child without ceasing to
exist. When we ask, therefore, what kind of entity we are, with a view to determining
what the conditions of our identity are, and thus when we begin to exist and cease to
exist, we are inquiring after the substance sortal that indicates what we most funda-
mentally and essentially are.

The problem of personal identity over time may be approached in either of two
ways. We may ask what is necessarily involved in our continued existence. Or we
may ask what sort of thing we are essentially. In the subsequent three sections, I will
canvass what I take to be the three most common views of personal identity. The first
two are commonly expressed as views of what sort of thing we essentially are, while
the third is typically articulated as an account of the conditions necessary for our con-
tinued existence. But, as I have suggested, this difference is superficial. A claim about
what kind of thing we essentially are implies a set of conditions for our continued ex-
istence (though it may not be obvious what they are); and a claim about what is nec-
essarily involved in our continued existence implies a certain conception of what we
essentially are (though again the implication may be obscure). As Derek Parfit puts
it, “the necessary features of our continued existence depend upon our nature.”®

2. THE SOUL

2.1. Hylomorphism

Many people believe, with Walker Percy, that we begin to exist at conception. There
are interesting arguments for this view. One argument appeals to the smooth conti-
nuity of human development. If we start with a person now and trace his biological
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development as far back as we can go, it is difficult to locate any event along this path
until we get to conception that could plausibly be thought to mark the beginning of
his existence. Surely there is no event after birth that could be identified as the be-
ginning of the existence of an entirely new individual. Nor is it credible to suppose
that birth itself is the relevant breaking point, for the changes occasioned by birth are
largely extrinsic and in any case may vary from individual to individual depending on
the stage of fetal development at which birth occurs. There is, moreover, no point be-
tween conception and birth when it is plausible to suppose that a new individual be-
gins to exist, for fetal development is a process that proceeds incrementally, without
abrupt changes or discontinuities. All of the points that have been proposed as the
moment when a human being begins to exist—such as quickening (generally under-
stood to refer to the time at which the pregnant woman can first feel the fetus mov-
ing) and viability (the point at which the fetus could survive outside the womb)—
may be seen, on reflection, to be neither invariant in all cases nor indicative of any
significant alteration in the intrinsic nature of the fetus. So, if an individual who is
now a person existed at birth (if, that is, it is not merely figurative to say that he was
born), and if there is no point between birth and conception that is sufficiently sig-
nificant to mark the beginning of the existence of a new individual, it seems that one
must conclude that this individual began to exist at conception (assuming, one should
add for the sake of completeness, that he did not exist prior to conception).

This argument would be fallacious if an individual’s coming into existence were
a gradual process. Consider an analogous argument applied to the question of when
a person becomes tall, where becoming tall is an imperceptibly slow process. Sup-
pose that a person is tall now and that, as we track his biological development back
through time, we can find no point at which he became tall. Should we conclude that
he must have been tall from the start? Clearly not. But the argument for the view that
we began to exist at conception is not like this, provided it is conjoined with the as-
sumption that our coming into existence cannot be gradual but must occur all at once.
(I will later question this assumption; but let us grant it for now.)

There are, it seems, only two views about our nature and identity that support or,
at a minimum, are compatible with the belief that we begin to exist at conception. Im-
mediately after conception, all that is empirically detectable is a single cell. If that
cell is the first phase in the existence of a human organism and we are human organ-
isms, it makes sense to suppose we begin to exist at conception. Alternatively, our
presence immediately after conception might be occult, or undetectable by empirical
means. If each of us is or has a soul, understood either as that which informs and an-
imates the body or as a nonphysical substance, we might begin to exist in association
with the zygote immediately after conception. These views are, in effect, exhaustive
of the conceptions of what we essentially are that are compatible with the assumption
that we begin to exist at conception. Because the overwhelming majority of people in
contemporary western societies, including many physicians and legislators whose
views profoundly affect practices involving killing and letting die, appear to accept
one or the other of these views, I will examine them both at some length, beginning
with the view that we are or essentially have souls. In this and the following section,
I will argue that one conception of the soul that many people seem implicitly to accept
is in fact empty, that another is really a form of materialism with unwelcome impli-
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cations about when we begin to exist, and that a third, while more faithful to people’s
beliefs about the soul, is actually incompatible with what we know about the mind.

I suspect that the most common view of what we essentially are is that we are
souls and that the most common view of when we begin to exist is that we begin to
exist at conception. What does this combination of views imply about the nature of
the soul? One possibility is that the soul is actually conscious at conception. This,
however, seems at variance with the facts. Because there are no indications of con-
sciousness in a zygote, this view suggests that the soul is “locked in”—that is, lacks
access to sensory stimuli and is incapable of expressing itself—at least until some
time late in pregnancy and that it suffers retroactive amnesia with regard to its con-
scious embryonic life. But there is no reason to believe that either of these supposi-
tions is true. Another possibility is that the soul is from the moment of conception ca-
pable of consciousness but is somehow impeded in its exercise of this capacity. If,
however, the soul is nonphysical, it is difficult to see what could be suppressing its
exercise of its capacity for consciousness. It might be thought that the soul must
await the development of the brain before it is able to be conscious; but if the soul’s
capacity for consciousness depends on its access to a functional brain, it seems un-
clear in what sense the soul itself is supposed to have the capacity for consciousness.
Also on this view, even if the soul could survive the death of the body, there is no rea-
son to suppose that it would be conscious in the afterlife. For, if the soul exists at con-
ception but consciousness and mental activity begin only when the brain begins to
function in certain ways, then, by parity of reasoning, it seems that consciousness
and mental activity should cease when the brain ceases to function, even though the
soul continues to exist. At least this should be the case unless or until the soul is
somehow supplied with a new body and brain.

The remaining possibility, which seems most consistent with the facts, is that the
soul at conception lacks the capacity for consciousness. On this conception, there-
fore, the soul is not the mind nor the sole basis of the mind. But most who believe that
we are souls also believe that the soul is distinct from the body, and thus can exist
separately from the body. Many believe, for example, that the soul continues to exist
after the death of the body. This is the most common basis for the belief in an after-
life. But if the soul is distinct and separable from both the mind and the body, what
exactly is it? When defined by negation, as neither body nor mind, it emerges as en-
tirely featureless. And, even if one could give some account of what it is, what reason
is there to suppose that such a thing exists? It is difficult to imagine even what would
count as evidence of its existence. Finally, is not the soul, so conceived, entirely too
thin and insubstantial a thing to be what we really and most deeply are?

It is significant that, apart from the deliverances of faith or dogma, there is no rea-
son to suppose that the soul, conceived in this way, begins to exist at conception. For
all one knows, one’s soul may have existed for an indefinite period prior to the be-
ginning of the existence of one’s organism. Indeed, if the soul is essentially inde-
pendent of both the mind and the body, almost any supposition about its history or fu-
ture destiny makes about as much sense, or as little, as any other. Thus both Locke
and Kant noted that the independence of the soul from both psychological and bod-
ily continuity makes it possible that what we think of as a single person may in fact
be a series of incorporeal souls, each of which inherits the mental life of its prede-
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cessor, and, correlatively, that a single soul may, for all we know, inhabit a series of
bodies and have a succession of radically discontinuous mental lives over time. Locke,
for example, suggested that it is “possible for Seth, Ismael, Socrates, Pilate, St. Austin,
and Caesar Borgia, to be the same man. For if the identity of the soul alone makes the
same man, and there be nothing in the nature of matter why the same individual spirit
may not be united to different bodies, it will be possible that those men, living in dif-
ferent ages, . . . may have been the same man.”’ In short, if the soul is featureless—
if it is nonphysical but can exist without the capacity for consciousness—anything
seems possible. It may have existed in an unconscious, disembodied state prior to the
origin of one’s organism, it might have been wandering from body to body before
or even during the period of one’s conscious life, and it might continue to exist in-
definitely in a discarnate, unconscious state after one’s death. That it is difficult to
discern any difference between this last possibility and one’s simply ceasing to exist
serves to highlight the vacuity of this featureless conception of the soul.

There is, however, a coherent and determinate way of conceiving of the soul as
something that is neither body nor mind. This conception of the soul is one of the two
conceptions that have been most influential historically. It derives from the doctrines
of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas and is now embraced primarily in Catholic circles.
The other conception derives from Descartes and is even more widely accepted, both
among Christians and quite generally. I will examine the first of these conceptions,
according to which the soul is neither body nor mind, in the remainder of this section.
I will then discuss the second, cartesian conception in the following section. When
understood coherently, neither is hospitable to the idea that we begin to exist at con-
ception. Nor does either offer a plausible account of the kind of thing we are.

The first of these two conceptions has its roots in Aristotle’s metaphysics of matter
and form, according to which matter can constitute a determinate individual only if it
has a distinctive form. In order to constitute a human being, the matter of the body
must have a certain form. That form is the human soul. This is the hylomorphic con-
ception of the soul—from the Greek roots hyle (body) and morphé (form). The idea
that the soul is the form of the body is often elucidated by reference to an analogy
with a statue. Only when a lump of bronze (matter) is given a particular shape (form)
is there a statue. According to hylomorphism, the soul is to the matter of the body as
the shape is to the bronze. Just as the bronze would not be a particular statue without
its particular shape, so the matter of the body would not constitute a human being
without the form imparted to it by the soul.

This analogy is illuminating in another way. Just as the shape of a statue is not
separable from the bronze of which the statue is made, so the soul is not separate or
separable from the body. Hence, according to hylomorphism, there can be no disem-
bodied existence, no disembodied afterlife. When a human organism dies, thereby
losing the forms of organization that make it a living human being, the soul “departs”
and there is no longer a human being but something different: matter that has the
form of a corpse. If, on this view, we exist after death, it must be through the resur-
rection and reanimation of the body—indeed, according to Aquinas, the same body—
after a period during which we have not existed at all. (This, one would think, would
be rather embarrassing for proponents of hylomorphism who believe both that we
begin to exist at conception and that all human beings are immortal, for it seems to
commit them to a belief in the bodily resurrection of zygotes and embryos. As H. L.
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Mencken once noted, if “the soul of a zygote cast out . . . an hour after fertilization . . .
goes to Heaven or Hell or some vague realm between, then . . . the bishops and arch-
bishops who swarm beyond the grave are forced to associate, and on terms of equal-
ity, with shapes that can neither think nor speak, and resemble tadpoles far more than
they resemble Christians.” %)

It is important to distinguish the hylomorphic view of what we are from the hy-
lomorphic conception of the soul. For, on this view, we are not souls. We are organ-
isms whose constituent matter is internally organized and “directed” (though not
consciously) in such a way as to produce the capacities and powers constitutive of a
human being. The soul is, to use a phrase commonly employed by proponents of this
view, the “organizing principle” that imparts these capacities and powers to the
matter of the body. It is thought to be a virtue of this view that it conceives of us as
compound entities: each of us is an essential union of soul and body.

There is a good reason why hylomorphism does not identify us with our souls:
namely, that the hylomorphic soul is not something we could be. We, presumably, are
substances, but the hylomorphic soul is not a substance or thing at all; it is not even
a part of a thing (it cannot, for example, be numbered among my parts). It is, rather,
an aspect of the body, a property, a mode of organization or arrangement of the con-
stituent matter of the body. In Bernard Williams’s apt phrase, the hylomorphic soul
appears “only adjectivally.”® And for this reason, Williams contends, hylomorphism
is really only “a polite form of materialism”—polite because it does not claim that
we are just our bodies (since the body must be informed by a soul if one of us is to
exist), but materialist all the same because it does not recognize the soul as a non-
physical substance.'® (Williams concedes that defenders of hylomorphism might en-
able the soul “to transcend its adjectival status” by conceiving of it as a form of indi-
viduated mental organization that could be realized in any suitably configured body.
But, conceived in this way, the soul could in principle be multiply instantiated, so that
each of us would have to be a type of thing rather than an individual entity.'")

Proponents of hylomorphism often write as if the soul were more than just a
mode of organization or the way in which the matter of the body is structured. They
assume that it is in some sense a “spiritual” entity—rather more than a mere aspect
of matter though less than a nonphysical substance that is wholly distinct from the
body. Statements of the view in which this kind of assumption is implicit are seldom
entirely clear: the soul is described, for example, as “the physico-spiritual substantial
form . . . of the body”!?> or “the living principle (dynamic and constitutive inner
source) which actively animates, organises and informs every aspect of one’s exis-
tence.”!3 Typically the justification for supposing that the hylomorphic soul is spiri-
tual in nature is the assumption that there must be “an irreducibly immaterial dimen-
sion to self-awareness, intellection and volition.”'* Norman Ford, for example, claims
that it is our “rational self-consciousness” that distinguishes us from animals and that
this “cannot be explained in terms of quantified matter alone nor in space-time cate-
gories. This is why a non-material life-principle or soul is required in a human being
to function as an ordinary form to account for the psychosomatic unity of the one
subject of all human activities.”'> There is, however, no reason to suppose that self-
consciousness and rationality require a non-physical explanation if the simple con-
sciousness of animals can be accounted for in wholly physical terms. Nevertheless,
suppose we grant that the hylomorphic soul is some sort of nonphysical force re-
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sponsible for organizing and governing the matter of the body in such as way as to
produce the capacities and powers of a human being. When in the course of the de-
velopmental process initiated by conception does the soul first appear?

Some have thought that the answer to this question depends on when a human or-
ganism begins to exist. If, as many believe, this occurs at some point subsequent to
conception, the hylomorphic soul could not be present ar conception. For, as Joseph
Donceel, S.J., observes, “the hylomorphic conception of human nature, the official
Catholic doctrine, cannot admit the presence of an actual human soul in a virtual
human body.”'® But, even if this is right, it states only a necessary condition for the
presence of the hylomorphic soul. And it seems implausible to suppose that the pres-
ence of a living human organism is sufficient for the existence of a hylomorphic soul.
For, on virtually any credible view of the matter, the process initiated by conception
leads, if uninterrupted, to the existence of a human organism in a fairly short
period—for example, two or three weeks. But if the distinctively human soul is pres-
ent a few weeks after conception, before even the rudiments of the brain are formed,
it seems that the essence of the soul must simply be whatever biological factor dis-
tinguishes human organisms from other animals organisms. (I will say something
about what this is in section 2.2 of chapter 3.) For that seems to be the only organi-
zational difference between the human organism and other animal organisms that is
manifest at that point. But the assumption that the difference is merely biological
seems incompatible with our sense that the human soul must be importantly different
from the “organizing principle” that informs the body of an animal.

To most people it seems clear that what importantly distinguishes us from ani-
mals is our psychological nature and that this must be reflected in our conception of
the human soul. If the soul is the organizing principle of the body, it seems that an es-
sential dimension of the body’s organization must be that which underlies our dis-
tinctive mental endowments. Hence the insistence that the alleged impossibility of
accounting for self-consciousness and rationality in physical terms necessitates a
conception of the hylomorphic soul as in some sense a spiritual entity. That the hylo-
morphic soul informs the body in such a way as to produce characteristically human
psychological capacities is, indeed, the traditional view. It is the basis of Aquinas’s
commitment to the doctrine known, in Catholic theology, as delayed hominization—
that is, the view that the product of conception becomes a human being some time
later than the time of conception itself. Aquinas also, however, believed in immediate
animation—that is, he recognized that a newly fertilized egg—the zygote—is bio-
logically alive; hence it must be informed by a soul of some sort. Following Aristotle,
therefore, he distinguished three phases in the organization of the matter of the
human body. The zygote and embryo have a low level of organization that allows for
a form of life shared by plants; they have, in other words, a nutritive or vegetative
soul. This soul eventually perishes but is immediately succeeded by a sensitive or an-
imal soul that is manifest in capacities for both nutrition and sensory experience. This
type of soul, as the name suggests, is also present in sentient animals. Both the vege-
tative and the animal soul are products of biological development. But the third type
of soul—the rational soul (anima intellectiva) that distinguishes human beings from
animals—must be directly “infused” into the body by God. The event of “ensoul-
ment” is also the moment of “hominization”—that is, the time at which the human
body becomes a human being. It is at this point that one of us first begins to exist.
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When does this occur? More specifically, what is the criterion for determining
when the rational soul appears? Aquinas held that ensoulment occurs at forty days
after conception in males and at ninety days in females. This was not sexism but
simply an acceptance of the biological claims of Aristotle, who was misled by the
primitive means of observation available to him to believe that the male fetus begins
to move at forty days while the female does not move until ninety days have
elapsed.'” Obviously, this view is groundless. Some, reverting to the view I criticized
earlier, claim that the rational soul is present from the moment that a genuine human
organism is formed. But in what sense can anything that is present at that point, be-
fore the brain has formed, be said to inform the body with rational or intellectual
powers? The rational soul is supposed to distinguish human beings from other ani-
mals, but the early human fetus seems, if anything, inferior to most animals in terms
of the capacity for rationality.

A common response to this challenge is to claim that, from the moment the human
organism is formed, the capacity for rationality is present, though initially it is not
exercised and perhaps cannot be exercised. (This view is tantamount to “immediate
hominization” if a human organism is formed at conception, but entails “delayed ho-
minization” if a human organism begins to exist only at some later point.) If one
looks at the pattern of human development and compares it with that in other ani-
mals, it becomes apparent that the capacity for rationality is the distinctive element
in the design of human beings. We are the kind of thing that is internally oriented or
directed toward rationality; other animals are not. Thus all things human have this ca-
pacity even if there are times when it cannot be exercised.

This is an obscure claim. Possibly it confuses the capacity for rationality with the
potential to develop that capacity. For the human organism in its initial stages, before
the brain has formed, can plausibly be held to have the potential for rationality. (I will
later, in section 6 of chapter 4, try to elucidate the sense in which this is true, at least
in the case of fetal organisms that have the gene sequences that direct the growth of
a normal human brain.) But that is not the same as the capacity for rationality, which
requires the actual presence of the structures causally involved in the exercise of ra-
tionality. Analogously, a newborn infant has the potential for sexual reproduction but
not the capacity.

It seems, however, that the mere potential for rationality is not sufficient for the
presence of a rational soul. For the hylomorphic soul is the “organizing principle” of
the body: it determines how the body is organized, not how it might later be organ-
ized. The nature of an individual’s soul is therefore manifest in that individual’s pres-
ent capacities or powers. The capacities that the individual has the potential to de-
velop reveal only the kind of soul the individual might later have. The human
embryo, for example, has the capacity for nutrition; therefore, according to Aquinas’s
hylomorphism, it has a vegetative soul. It may have the potential to develop the ca-
pacity for rationality, but only when that potential is realized will it have a rational
soul. It is worth repeating that, according to traditional Aristotelian and Thomist hy-
lomorphism, the soul is just the inherent organization of the matter of the body in a
distinctive way, so that the matter constitutes an individual of a particular sort. What
sort of individual it is depends on the capacities and powers it is organized to have.

We can, admittedly, discern a tendency in the Thomist tradition to reify the soul as
that which organizes the matter of the body. This is the tendency, noted by Williams,
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to see the hylomorphic soul as having more than mere adjectival status. And it is, per-
haps, this rather obscure conception of the soul as a spiritual entity somehow suf-
fused through the body and directing it that underlies the claim that there can be a
human being with the capacity for rationality even before the brain has been formed.
For if the soul is conceived, vaguely and somewhat mysteriously, as an occult, spiri-
tual entity, it can perhaps be thought to possess the capacity for rationality even if,
prior to the formation of the brain, it is quiescent. Perhaps the capacity remains dor-
mant until the maturation of the brain allows for its expression or exercise.

As the hylomorphic conception of the soul shifts in this way from the frankly ma-
terialist Aristotelian view to the notion of an active spiritual entity, it is in danger of
collapsing into the distinctly non-hylomorphic conception I will discuss in the next
section—a conception of the soul as a nonphysical substance. For unless the rational
soul is a nonphysical substance, it is difficult to make sense of the claim that it is pres-
ent, with the capacity for rationality, even before the apparent physical prerequisites
for consciousness have been formed. The necessary assumptions of this view seem,
indeed, to verge on a nonmaterialist analogue of the seventeenth century doctrine of
“preformationism,” which held that the human embryo actually contains a fully
formed but microscopic homunculus.

Unless the hylomorphic conception of the soul shades subtly into the very differ-
ent conception of the soul as a nonphysical substance, it cannot sustain the view that
the rational soul is present, with the capacity for rationality, in the early stages of
pregnancy when the relevant parts of the body not only have not been organized for
the generation of consciousness and mental activity but have not yet even been
formed. The distinctively hylomorphic conception of the rational soul entails a dif-
ferent and implausible account of “hominization,” or the beginning of our existence.
The hylomorphic soul is the form or organizing principle of the body. What rele-
vantly distinguishes a human being from a living animal body, and thus indicates the
presence of a different type of soul, is the capacity for rationality. This capacity is
grounded in the existence and functional organization of the cerebral cortex. Indeed,
the cortex must have reached quite a high level of development and organization in
order to support the capacity for rationality. Because the concept of rationality is
vague, it is difficult to identify the point at which the capacity for rationality first ap-
pears. But, if rationality is a level of cognition that distinguishes us from animals, the
capacity is certainly not present until at least a number of months after birth. Thus the
hylomorphic conception of the soul, when coherently understood, implies that we do
not begin to exist until well after the birth of our organism—an implication that ef-
fectively undermines the view.

2.2. The Cartesian Soul

The temptation to conceive of the soul as a spiritual entity finds its clearest expres-
sion in what may be called the cartesian conception of the soul. According to this
conception, the soul is a nonphysical substance that is distinct and separable from the
body. Thus those who embrace this conception often hold, not that we have souls, but
that we are souls. Yet the other view is coherent. Some who believe in the cartesian
soul maintain that we are compound entities, consisting of body and soul, although
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the soul is our essential part. On this view, our bodies are parts of us, though we could
lose them and continue to exist as disembodied souls. In what follows, I will focus on
the view that we are cartesian souls. The objections to that view apply equally to the
claim that we have cartesian souls.

The cartesian conception of the soul arises naturally as a response to the puzzle-
ment, or indeed incomprehension, that most people have experienced in contemplating
the idea that mere physical matter could be capable of thinking, feeling, and perceiv-
ing. If it seems—as it has done to most people until comparatively recently—absurd
to suppose that consciousness could be a property of mere matter, it is natural to con-
clude that consciousness must be a property of a purely mental substance that is dis-
tinct from the body. Since we are conscious, we must be mental substances of this sort.

The cartesian conception thus effectively identifies the mind with the soul. The
soul is, on this view, the subject of consciousness. It is that which thinks, feels, and
perceives. It is a “thinking thing.”

Those who hold this view typically assume that the soul interacts causally with
the brain and body but is not dependent upon them either for its continued existence
or for its ability to carry out its defining functions: consciousness and mental activ-
ity. In other words, while the soul is thought to use a particular brain and body as in-
struments of perception and action, it is assumed to have different identity conditions
and thus to be capable of existing in an entirely disembodied state. This, of course, is
gratifying, as it provides the basis for the belief in continued life after death. It is also
assumed that the soul typically manifests psychological continuity over time—that
is, that it has a mental life that is unified over time by overlapping series of psycho-
logical connections. But again, the soul can continue to exist in the absence of psy-
chological continuity. Even in cases in which the particular connections between a
person’s mental life at different times are almost entirely expunged, as happens, for
example, in the final stages of Alzheimer’s disease, the existence and integrity of the
soul itself are entirely unaffected.

As I noted earlier, the account of personal identity corresponding to the view that
we are essentially mental substances or souls is nonreductionist in character. Ac-
cording to this view, the continued existence of a person over time is not reducible to
any form of physical or psychological continuity. The continued existence of a per-
son consists solely in the continued existence of the soul, which does not itself con-
sist in the continued existence of, or functioning of, or relations between any other
things. This does not mean, however, that there is no criterion for tracking the exis-
tence—or the presence—of the soul. If the soul is that which is conscious, our evi-
dence for whether a soul exists or continues to exist in association with a particular
organism is whether there is any consciousness, or capacity for consciousness, pres-
ent in that organism. If the evidence indicates that there is no longer any capacity for
consciousness associated with a particular human organism, we may conclude that
the soul has either ceased to exist or ceased to exist in association with that organism.

In the history of speculation about the soul as the seat of consciousness, two dis-
tinct views have emerged. According to Descartes, the essence of the soul is to be
conscious. Thus he claims that “the human soul . . . is always thinking . . . [It] cannot
ever be without thought; it can of course be without this or that thought, but it cannot
be without some thought.”'® By contrast, Richard Swinburne, a prominent contem-
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porary representative of the cartesian tradition, holds that it is the “capacity for ex-
perience and action” that is the essence of the soul, without which it could not exist."”
To most people, Swinburne’s conception is more plausible, since it allows that we
can be temporarily unconscious, even if we are essentially nonmaterial substances.

Given either of these conceptions of the soul, it seems more reasonable to believe
that the soul begins to exist in association with the organism, not at conception, but
when there is first evidence of the presence of consciousness in the organism. Des-
cartes’s conception implies, as we have seen, “that the human soul, wherever it be,
even in the mother’s womb, is always thinking.”® Thus Descartes is committed by his
conception of the soul to affirm “that the mind begins to think as soon as it is implanted
in the body of an infant, and that it is immediately aware of its thoughts, even though
it does not remember this afterwards because the impressions of these thoughts do not
remain in the memory.”?' Although this supposition is not incoherent, it is very diffi-
cult to believe, if we assume that the soul begins to exist at conception. We can ac-
cept that a late-term human fetus is conscious even if no one has memories of this pe-
riod, because there is evidence of fetal consciousness at that point. But it is contrary
to all we know to suppose that a zygote or embryo is conscious and self-aware but
“locked in” and later suffers retroactive amnesia about its previous locked-in state.

According to Swinburne’s conception, the soul might have existed immediately
after conception with the capacity for consciousness but without being able to exer-
cise this capacity. Again, however, there is no reason to believe that this actually oc-
curs. There is no reason to suppose that the soul’s exercise of its essential capacity is
invariably inhibited for an extended period after the beginning of its existence. After
all, if the soul can exercise its essential capacities for consciousness and mental ac-
tivity after death, when the brain has ceased to function, it seems that it should also
be able to exercise these capacities prior to the onset of functioning in the brain and
even prior to the brain’s development. Either way, therefore—whether one accepts
Descartes’s or Swinburne’s conception of the soul—it seems reasonable to date the
beginning of the soul’s existence in association with the fetal organism from the time
that there is independent evidence of the presence of consciousness.

If one accepts that the soul begins to exist in association with the human organ-
ism when consciousness first appears, one can rebut the argument cited at the begin-
ning of this section for the claim that we began to exist at conception. For on this
view there is a momentous event that occurs during the otherwise smoothly continu-
ous process of human biological development—namely, the acquisition by the fetus
of consciousness or the capacity for consciousness, which on this view marks the ap-
pearance of the soul.

While the great majority of contemporary Christian theologians appear to hold
that the soul begins to exist at conception, and thus appear to be committed to some-
thing like the featureless conception of the soul considered earlier, there is neverthe-
less a long tradition of Christian thought that holds that the soul begins to exist well
after conception. As we saw, this was Thomas Aquinas’s view and his acceptance of
“delayed hominization” remained orthodox until well into the nineteenth century.
Thus in The Anatomy of Melancholy, published in 1621, several centuries after
Aquinas’s death, Robert Burton states the prevailing view that “the soul . . . is infused
into the child or embryo in his mother’s womb, six months after conception.”??> Views
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of this sort appear to have guided the comparatively permissive stance on early abor-
tion that prevailed in many places until about the middle of the nineteenth century. In
the United States, for example, abortion during the first trimester of pregnancy was
generally regarded as morally acceptable on the ground that the fetus did not come to
life, or acquire a soul, until some point during the second trimester.”? The ability of
the pregnant woman to feel the fetus moving was regarded as evidence that ensoul-
ment had occurred. We still use the term “quickening” to refer to the point in preg-
nancy at which fetal movement can first be detected, but many of us are unaware of
the etymological significance of the term. “Quick” was once used to mean “living,”
as when Hamlet says, of an open grave, “’tis for the dead, not for the quick.”?* Thus
“quickening” originally meant the moment when the fetus is animated or comes to
life. Although we now treat the first detectable fetal movements as constitutive of
quickening, they were originally understood merely as evidence that quickening—
meaning “coming to life”—had occurred. (Apparently, the distinction, presupposed
by Aquinas, between “animation” and “hominization” was not always recognized.)

The idea that we are essentially mental substances may lose some of its charm, at
least for some, when one realizes that it is doubtfully compatible with the belief that
we begin to exist at conception. Still, this view continues to pass for common sense
in many contemporary societies and it is therefore worth citing several objections to
it that together seem to constitute a decisive case for rejecting it. Because most of
these objections have been developed at length by other writers, I will rehearse them
only cursorily here.?’

First, it is difficult to reconcile this view of the soul with the amply documented
facts about the dependence of mental events on the states of the brain. If the soul is
that which is conscious and engages in mental activity, and if it is not necessarily
causally tied to the brain, in the sense that it can perform its characteristic mental
functions independently of any connections with a brain, how can we explain the
way that mental functioning is invariably impaired by, say, the effects of alcohol on
the brain, or physical damage to particular areas of the brain? While the soul must be
susceptible to causal influence by the external world in order for perception through
the sense organs to be possible, it is more difficult to understand how its basic capac-
ities for cognition, imagination, emotion, and so on could be impaired or extin-
guished by selective damage to certain areas of the brain. I know of no plausible re-
sponse to this obvious problem.

Second, most of those who believe that we are souls, so conceived, face problems
of consistency with their other beliefs. If the soul is that which thinks, feels, and per-
ceives (that is, if anything that thinks, feels, and perceives is a soul), and if many ani-
mals think, feel, and perceive, these animals must have souls, or be souls, as well. But
for most people this suggestion would get the world unacceptably overpopulated with
souls. Given the theological and moral significance that most believers in the soul at-
tribute to the idea that that is what we are, the implications of recognizing that every
cockroach is also a soul would be intolerable. The claim that we are souls is often
cited, particularly in the context of the debate about abortion, as the basis for the be-
lief in the special sanctity and inviolability of human life. If cockroaches are also
souls, that may put them near enough on a par with human fetuses that the argument
against abortion would have to be extended to cover the killing of cockroaches as well.
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Descartes responded to this problem by simply denying that animals are con-
scious. Because he believed that consciousness is attributable only to mental sub-
stances and that animals clearly do not have souls, Descartes concluded that animals
cannot have the capacity for consciousness. They must, therefore, be cleverly con-
structed automata created by God for our edification and amusement. Notoriously,
this conclusion led eager cartesians to engage in ghastly forms of vivisection, mar-
veling all the while at how convincingly the automata on which they hacked and
sawed mimicked the behavior of conscious beings in agony.

This resolution of the problem is simply unavailable to us now. Skepticism about
whether animals are conscious is possible, but only in the way that traditional skep-
ticism about other minds is possible: one may treat such skepticism as a source of in-
teresting philosophical problems, but no sane person could take either form of skep-
ticism seriously as a basis for conduct. We have, after all, much the same evidence for
consciousness in higher animals that we have for consciousness in other persons—
namely, various forms of behavioral and neurophysiological evidence (though the
latter may seem irrelevant to certain cartesians). All that is missing is language; but,
if it were possible to treat the behavioral and neurophysiological evidence as incon-
clusive, it would seem that the same skepticism could be applied to the evidence sup-
plied by language. If I may properly remain unconvinced that you experience pain
when I observe your writhing, hear your howls, and contemplate the tempests in your
nervous system revealed by scientific investigation, why should I then be convinced
when you emit the sounds, “That hurts”? That might just be one more thing, like
writhing, that you are programmed to do. If, moreover, only language can provide suf-
ficient evidence of consciousness, it seems that we can have no more reason to sup-
pose that infants are conscious than we have for believing that animals are. Finally, if
we deny that animals are conscious while accepting that human beings are, we must
either abandon the theory of evolution, accept that there was a point in the process of
evolution when God began to supply souls to our ancestors, whose own ancestors
were mere automata, or accept that consciousness arose along with language—though
how unconscious beings could develop a language is rather a mystery.

It may be tempting to retreat to the more modest claim that, while the soul is not
necessary to explain the lower forms of consciousness found in animals, it is neces-
sary to explain the higher forms of consciousness and cognition characteristic of
human beings. This proposal might explain why it is necessary to suppose that we
have souls though animals do not. But it effectively abandons the conception of the
soul as that which is conscious. It invites us to conceive of the soul more as a capac-
ity than as the sort of substance that we essentially are. This response would, more-
over, leave us with no reason to attribute souls to those human beings whose mental
lives are no more sophisticated than those of certain animals: fetuses, infants, the
gravely cognitively impaired, and so on.

A third objection that might be raised to the cartesian conception of the soul is
that it is difficult to reconcile with the phenomenon of monozygotic twinning. Sup-
pose, as many believe, that the cartesian soul begins to exist at or immediately after
conception. (This assumption, as we have seen, has problematic implications, but let
us ignore this for the moment.) If twinning subsequently occurs, what happens to the
soul? There are several possibilities. First, although it is typically claimed that the
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cartesian soul is indivisible, it does not seem incoherent to suppose that a mental sub-
stance could divide. What is incoherent, however, is the supposition that the soul could
divide but continue to exist. It is clear that the soul could not continue to exist as both
of the twins, for that would imply that the twins were one individual, whereas they
are clearly two distinct individuals. And if the original soul were to continue to exist
in only one of the twins, this would not be a genuine case of division, or splitting, but
a case in which the original soul would somehow generate a replica of itself. If, there-
fore, twinning involves a genuine division of the soul, it necessarily involves the
ceasing to exist of the original soul and the coming into existence of two new souls,
each conscious or possessing the capacity for consciousness. If the ceasing to exist of
a human soul is tragic, the idea that twinning involves the division of the soul implies
that twinning is tragic. This is hard to believe.

A second possibility is that, when the embryo divides, the soul does not divide
but follows only one of the twin embryos. In that case, either a new soul is created for
the other twin or the other twin is a soulless automaton.

A third possibility is that, anticipating that twinning would occur, God implanted
two souls in the original zygote. But, like the second view, this claim strains credu-
lity. There is no evidence of the presence of a conscious entity, or an entity capable
of consciousness, immediately following conception. It therefore seems preposter-
ous to suggest that, in some cases, there is not just one such entity but two.

I suggested earlier that the believer in the cartesian soul would do best to accept
that the soul begins to exist with the onset of consciousness, which the evidence sug-
gests occurs well after conception. If that is right, the soul does not join the body until
after the possibility of twinning has ceased. Given this assumption, twinning poses
no problem for the cartesian conception of the soul. When twinning occurs, only the
physical embryo divides. Both resulting fetuses receive souls later on.

There are, however, other possibilities of splitting or dividing that pose a chal-
lenge to the cartesian that cannot be so conveniently avoided.

2.3. Divided Consciousness

One such possibility arises with the operation known as “hemispheric commissuro-
tomy.” In this operation, the corpus callosum—the bundle of fibers that connect the
two cerebral hemispheres and enable them to communicate directly with one an-
other—is surgically severed. This procedure has been performed on certain patients
with potentially life-threatening forms of epilepsy. By preventing the spread of ran-
dom discharges of electrical activity from one hemisphere to the other, it mitigates
the severity of these patients’ seizures.?® In studies done on these patients following
the operation, certain sensory stimuli were presented to one hemisphere only, while
different stimuli were presented only to the other. What these studies revealed is that
the patients have potentially separate centers of consciousness—that their con-
sciousness can be divided.?” This was shown by the fact that each hemisphere, com-
municating with the experimenters through some part of the body which it alone con-
trolled, demonstrated awareness of having been presented with certain information
of which the other hemisphere was unaware.
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What can the believer in the cartesian soul say about these cases? It seems inco-
herent to claim that, following the operation, there is a single cartesian soul that en-
compasses two distinct centers of consciousness. If the soul is understood as the sub-
ject of consciousness, its boundaries are determined by what it is conscious of. All
conscious events occurring simultaneously in a single soul must be co-conscious. If,
for example, my soul is the substance coextensive with this field of consciousness,
then any conscious events occurring now that are not within this field—any con-
scious events of which I am not now conscious—must be events within a different
field of consciousness, a different soul. This is the sense in which the cartesian soul
is necessarily indivisible: a single soul cannot have a divided consciousness.

The only coherent options seem to be the same as those we canvassed in the dis-
cussion of twinning. The soul might genuinely divide, resulting in the existence of
two separable souls. But it is surely implausible to see this operation as causing one
soul to cease to exist while simultaneously creating two new souls. Among other
things, this suggests that commissurotomy is the equivalent of murder. Alternatively,
one might suppose that the original soul attaches itself to one hemisphere only (pre-
sumably the dominant, verbal one). In that case, either a new soul is somehow sup-
plied for the other hemisphere or what we take to be evidence of consciousness in the
other hemisphere is really only a series of unconscious responses. Finally, it might be
held that each human brain houses two souls that normally run in tandem, each un-
aware of the other, and that the operation somehow causes the two streams of con-
sciousness to cease to coincide—that is, the operation somehow causes one soul to
begin to have experiences, thoughts, and volitions different from those of the other.

None of these options is credible. Commissurotomy therefore poses a serious
challenge to the cartesian conception of the soul as that which thinks, feels, and per-
ceives. This challenge may be rendered more acute by means of a thought-experiment,
or, rather, a series of thought-experiments. We will consider, seriatim, six different
possibilities, the first five of which prepare the ground for the sixth.?8

The Whole-Body Transplant. One’s entire brain is extracted and transplanted into
the body of one’s identical twin, who has just suffered brain death and whose brain
has been removed. One’s brain is appropriately connected to the nerves in one’s
twin’s body, so that after the operation a person is revived in one’s twin’s body who
is fully psychologically continuous with oneself as one was before the operation.

Most people believe that one would survive this operation and would continue to exist
in what was formerly the body of one’s identical twin. As Parfit has observed, this is
just the limiting case of organ and part transplantation.?® We accept that one could sur-
vive a heart transplant, or a kidney transplant, or an arm or leg transplant, and so on.
And one could survive each of these if they occurred serially. It therefore seems that
one could survive the replacement through transplantation of all of one’s bodily
parts—except the brain—even if all the replacements were to occur simultaneously.
The second case in the series is also, as yet, merely hypothetical.

The Brainstem Transplant. Because one’s brainstem has been damaged, it is re-
moved and replaced by a different brainstem transplanted from the body of one’s
identical twin, whose cerebral hemispheres and various vital organs have been ir-
reparably damaged.



Identity 21

Given what we know about the contribution of the brainstem to the mental life of a
person, most people would accept that one could survive such an operation. The
brainstem functions primarily to regulate both the autonomic nervous system and
various other somatic processes. It is not itself the locus of consciousness or mental
activity. The areas of the brain in which mental states are realized are in the cere-
brum, primarily the cerebral cortex. The brainstem, by contrast, does not appear to
contain any of the neurological correlates of the contents of consciousness. Thus se-
lective damage to the brainstem does not result in the selective impairment of cogni-
tive functioning (for example, loss of memory, perceptual disturbance, deterioration
of rational capacities, and so on) in the way that selective damage to the cerebral
hemispheres does.

The contribution that the brainstem makes to consciousness and mental activity
is largely all-or-nothing. There is an area of the brain, located primarily in the brain-
stem and called the ascending reticular activating system, or, less cumbersomely, the
reticular formation, that appears to function rather in the manner of an off-on switch
for consciousness. If this area is damaged, coma ensues; consciousness and mental
activity cease. But the functioning of the reticular formation does not appear to affect
or contribute to the contents of consciousness. The reticular formation thus appears
to be an essential support system for the parts of the brain where mentation occurs
but its tissues are not tissues in which the mind or any of its elements are realized.
Because of this, most of us believe, on reflection, that the continued existence and
functioning of the same reticular formation is not in principle essential to a person’s
continued existence. One could survive the replacement of one’s reticular formation
through transplantation, were such an operation possible.

There is some evidence that certain areas of the brainstem do have subtle effects
on the character of the contents of the mind. The brainstem may, for example, modu-
late the emotional hue of certain experiences and memories. But if the only contribu-
tions that the brainstem makes to the contents or character of the mind are marginal
in this way, then our conclusion about the reticular formation seems to apply to the
brainstem as a whole: the continued existence and functioning of the same brainstem
is not in principle necessary for a person’s continued existence. One could survive a
brainstem transplant.

Next consider:

The Cerebrum Transplant. One’s cerebrum is extracted and transplanted into the
body of one’s identical twin, whose own cerebrum has been destroyed. One’s cere-
brum is detached from one’s own brainstem and fully connected to the functional
brainstem in one’s twin’s decerebrate but still living organism.

Again, most people accept that one would survive this procedure and would exist
thereafter in what was previously the body of one’s twin. This intuition is supported
by the intuitions elicited in the two previous cases. For this case merely combines the
features of those other cases. The transplantation of one’s cerebrum into the decere-
brate organism of one’s twin is simply a whole-body transplant together with a brain-
stem transplant. If one could survive the transplantation of one’s whole brain into a
different body, and if one could also survive a brainstem transplant, then one could
survive the transplantation of one’s cerebrum into a different body.
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Unlike the previous three cases, the fourth case is something that actually occurs
from time to time.

Loss of One Hemisphere. One suffers a stroke that causes the death of an entire
cerebral hemisphere.

When this actually happens, we do not doubt that the person survives, albeit in a
sadly diminished state. Indeed, it seems possible, in principle, that a person could re-
main conscious throughout the period in which the stricken hemisphere dies from
anoxia. The loss of an entire hemisphere does, of course, cause a loss of motor con-
trol of one side of the body as well as a dramatic diminution of various cognitive ca-
pacities. For while some capacities are duplicated in both hemispheres, each hemi-
sphere normally develops certain specialized functions, beginning at an early age.
Thus one hemisphere, usually the left, tends to specialize in linguistic functions. If,
therefore, an adult’s left hemisphere is destroyed (or surgically removed—a proce-
dure known as “hemispherectomy”), the person’s linguistic abilities may revert to the
level of those of a small child, for this is the level that the right hemisphere attained
before the left hemisphere took over primary responsibility for that function. If, how-
ever, a hemispherectomy is performed in childhood, before extensive hemispheric
specialization occurs, the loss in cognitive functioning may be minimal. For the plas-
ticity of the developing brain is such that the functions that were being adopted by the
hemisphere that is removed are simply taken over by the remaining hemisphere. As
a person grows older, however, the ability of one hemisphere to accommodate the
functions of the other gradually declines.

There is speculation that, in some people, hemispheric specialization fails to
occur, or occurs only minimally. In such people, if there are any, the cerebral hemi-
spheres develop more or less symmetrically, with each carrying the full range of the
person’s basic psychological capacities. Moreover, these people, like other people,
have memory traces of most of their experiences duplicated over both hemispheres.
Imagine, in the case of the Loss of One Hemisphere, that one is such a person. Since
we grant that other people in fact survive the loss of a hemisphere when their hemi-
spheres are asymmetrically developed, it seems to follow a fortiori that one could
survive the loss of a hemisphere when this would involve little or no loss either of
cognitive capacity or of the contents of one’s mental life.

The fifth thought-experiment combines the features of the third and fourth.

Loss Followed by Transplantation. One suffers an accident that destroys one of
one’s hemispheres and damages one’s brainstem and body. But, because one’s hemi-
spheres were largely symmetrically developed, virtually all of one’s cognitive ca-
pacities are preserved in the remaining hemisphere. Surgeons therefore extract one’s
undamaged hemisphere and transplant it into the cranium of one’s identical twin,
whose cerebrum has been destroyed but whose brainstem and body are intact.

It seems that one would survive in the body of one’s twin. If one could survive the
loss of a hemisphere, and if one could survive the transplantation of one’s cerebrum
into another body, it seems to follow that one could survive the transplantation of
one’s cerebrum, diminished by one hemisphere, into another body.

So far, none of these thought-experiments contains a challenge that should un-
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duly alarm those who believe that we are essentially souls. In each case, the soul pre-
sumably follows that part of one’s brain that continues to function in a way that is
correlated with the continuity of one’s mental life. The challenge arises in the sixth
and final thought-experiment.

Division. One is a member of a set of identical triplets, all of whom are involved in
an accident. While one’s brainstem and various vital organs are irreparably damaged,
one’s cerebral hemispheres are unharmed. In the case of both other triplets, however,
their brainstems and bodies are undamaged but their cerebrums are destroyed. Sur-
geons are able to extract one’s cerebrum intact but, instead of transplanting it whole,
they divide it and transplant each hemisphere into the body of one of the two remain-
ing triplets. Because one’s hemispheres were symmetrically developed, the two people
who are brought to consciousness after the operations are both fully psychologically
continuous with oneself as one was before the operations. Both believe themselves
to be oneself and both have bodies almost indistinguishable from one’s own.

This thought-experiment, which, following Parfit, I have tendentiously labeled the
case of Division, poses problems for all views of personal identity. But the problems
are particularly acute for the belief that we are nonmaterial souls. By our original rea-
soning, if either of one’s hemispheres had been destroyed while the other had been
transplanted into the body of one of one’s triplets, one would have survived as the re-
sulting person. This conclusion seems acceptable even to those who believe that we
are souls. But in the case of Division, both hemispheres are preserved and revived.
What options does the believer in the soul have in understanding what happens in
this case?

One suggestion is that, after the operations, the original person survives with a
mind that is divided between two bodies. On certain other views of personal identity,
this understanding is merely implausible; on the view that we are cartesian souls, it
is incoherent, for the reason given earlier in the discussion of commissurotomy. If
there are two separate centers of consciousness, each experiencing conscious states
not accessible to the other, they cannot both be parts of the same soul. For the carte-
sian soul is individuated by reference to its synchronous unity of consciousness.

Nor is it possible to regard the people who come to consciousness after the oper-
ations as different people who are both identical with the original person prior to the
operations. For this presupposes that the original soul divides but continues to exist
in the form of two distinct centers of consciousness, and this, as we have seen, is in-
compatible with the notion of the soul as that which is conscious. If, moreover, both
of the resulting people were identical with the original person, this would imply that
they were identical with each other. So this understanding collapses into the previous
one according to which there are not really two people but only one soul with a di-
vided consciousness simultaneously animating two different bodies.

Some have claimed that, in Division, the original person survives as only one of
the two resulting people, though neither we nor either of the resulting people can de-
termine which of the two it is.3° According to this view, the soul follows only one of
the hemispheres, though each mind associated with each hemisphere is fully and
equally psychologically continuous with the mind of the original person. The prob-
lem with this view, however, is that it leaves us with no explanation of where the
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other soul came from. One who believes that we are souls will be profoundly reluc-
tant to accept that surgeons can create an nonmaterial soul de novo simply by sepa-
rating a person’s cerebral hemispheres.

This same problem besets another possible response to the case, which is to say
that neither of the resulting people is identical with the original soul. Some philoso-
phers have opted for this response, but it is not an attractive option for the believer in
the soul, for it not only suggests that the surgeons have murdered the original person
but also leaves the embarrassing problem of accounting for the presence of two en-
tirely new souls.

Perhaps the believer in the soul should take an entirely different line, claiming
that we are simply mistaken to assume that two persons would come to consciousness
after the operations.’! Because there is only one soul, and therefore only one con-
sciousness, present prior to the operations, there can be only one soul, and therefore
only one conscious person, after the operations. What one should expect, therefore,
should such operations ever be performed, is that a person would come to conscious-
ness in only one of the two bodies. That body would be animated by the original soul.
The other body need not be lifeless and inert; after all, it would have a functional
brainstem and thus might satisfy the criteria for being a living human organism. But
it would have no capacity for consciousness, for it would not be host to a soul.

The problem with this response is that it seems incompatible with what we know
actually happens in cases of hemispheric commissurotomy. Dividing a person’s
hemispheres does seem to produce two at least potentially distinct centers of con-
sciousness. What the case of Division does is to dramatize this aspect of the actual
cases by imaginatively locating the two hemispheres in different bodies rather than in
the same body. If separation of the hemispheres via commissurotomy produces dis-
tinct centers of consciousness, there seems to be no reason to suppose that the con-
sciousness associated with each hemisphere could not survive transference along
with the hemisphere itself into a different body.

The mind is, it seems, potentially divisible in ways that cannot be accounted for
by the view that we are cartesian souls. As I noted earlier, this view is simply incom-
patible with what we now know to be true about the mind and its dependence on the
operations of the brain.

3. ARE WE HUMAN ORGANISMS?

3.1. When Does a Human Organism Begin to Exist?

Assuming that it is unreasonable to believe that we are souls, there remains only one
view that seems compatible with the idea that we begin to exist at conception. This is
the view that we are essentially human organisms, or, to be more precise, that each of
us is numerically identical with a particular human organism or human animal. To
many people, this seems obvious: it is simply scientifically educated common sense.*?

If “human organism” applies to us as a substance sortal, indicating the kind of
thing we essentially are, then “person,” as I understand the term, must be a phase sor-
tal. For it is clear that human organisms begin to exist before they acquire a mental
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life sufficiently complex to allow them to qualify as persons, and it is equally clear
that they may lose the capacity for self-consciousness, and therefore cease to be per-
sons, and yet not only continue to exist but also remain alive and conscious.

As we have seen, Walker Percy seems to find it uncontroversial that a human or-
ganism begins to exist at conception. It is worth considering whether this is true. The
first thing to note is that conception is not a momentary event but is instead a process
lasting about twenty-four hours. The process is not complete until syngamy, the point
at which the genetic materials from the sperm and egg have thoroughly fused. It is ar-
guable that no new entity exists until that point.

At syngamy, it seems clear that a new, living entity exists: the single-celled
human zygote. Is the single-celled zygote the earliest stage in the existence of a single
individual that will later, if all goes well, be a mature, adult human organism? Before
I address that question, I should say, for the sake of clarity, how I will use certain
terms. If we track the matter composing the single-celled zygote forward in time, we
find the continuous presence of a collection of cells that increase in number until
eventually they, or their descendents, compose an adult human organism. I will refer
to this spatiotemporally continuous collection of cells as the “zygote” from syngamy
to implantation, which typically occurs six days after fertilization. Following scien-
tific practice, I will often call it the “embryo” during the early period after implanta-
tion. Technically, the collection of cells does not become a fetus until sixty days after
conception, but, following ordinary language, I will often use the term “fetus” to refer
to the entity during any period between implantation and birth. The fact that this col-
lection of cells follows a continuous path through space and time does not entail that
it constitutes a single individual throughout the time that it exists. Whether it is or
when it becomes an individual is precisely the question at issue. (To see how a col-
lection of individual entities might not constitute an individual, consider my com-
puter and the books piled next to it. They form a collection of objects that together oc-
cupy a certain region of space, but it does not seem that they constitute an individual.)

Assuming that the zygote is formed at syngamy, and assuming for the sake of ar-
gument that the single-celled zygote is itself the earliest stage in the development of
a human organism, it does not follow that all adult human organisms began to exist
at syngamy. For something different happens when monozygotic twinning occurs.
(Strictly speaking, monozygotic twinning may occur during the zygotic stage or dur-
ing the embryonic stage up to about fourteen days after conception, in which case
it would be monoembryonic twinning. For convenience, I will write as if twinning
occurred only during the zygotic phase.) In cases in which monozygotic twinning oc-
curs, the zygote divides to form two qualitatively identical zygotes. Because the zy-
gotes are qualitatively identical, and because both are continuous with the original
zygote in exactly the same way, there can in principle be no reason to suppose that
one but not the other is identical with the original zygote. And they cannot both be
identical with the original zygote for, given the transitivity of identity, that would
imply that they are identical with each other, which they clearly are not. We must
conclude, therefore, that, when monozygotic twinning occurs, the zygote that divides
thereby ceases to exist and two new zygotes begin to exist at that point (as do two
new organisms, given the assumption that the original zygote was an organism).
What this means is that, even if most adult human organisms began life at concep-
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tion, monozygotic twin organisms began to exist somewhat later, when a zygote that
began life at conception divided.

The phenomenon of twinning raises an interesting problem. If we are human or-
ganisms and each successful conception gives rise to a new human organism, then,
when a human zygote divides to form twins, one of us ceases to exist. There is a par-
ticular position for which this is rather an embarrassment. There are some who hold
that abortion is wrong on the basis of two claims: first, that we begin to exist at con-
ception and, second, that it is a terrible loss when one of us dies, even in utero. Those
who hold this view seem to be committed to the conclusion that monozygotic twin-
ning is bad, as it involves the ceasing to exist of one of us. Admittedly, the one who
ceases to exist makes way for the two who come to exist; but the phenomenon should
still be seen, on this view, as tragic overall. For we normally assume that, while it is
bad for one of us to cease to exist, it is not in the same way good, or at least not to a
comparable extent, for one (or more) of us to come into existence.

When I noted this problem in an earlier paper, I assumed that it would strike any-
one as absurd to suppose that monozygotic twinning is bad or regrettable on the
ground it involves a serious and uncompensated loss: the ceasing to exist of one of
us, of one of our congeners.** Subsequently, however, David Oderberg has explicitly
embraced this consequence of the pair of assumptions that lead to it. He notes that,
while we do not in fact respond to instances of monozygotic twinning with a sense of
loss, “our practice could change in conformity with our deeper appreciation of what
happens when twinning occurs. . . . [It] is arguably proper for us to mourn the lost
embryo in an appropriate way (which would be suitably restrained given the bareness
of its relationship to anyone).”3* For now, I simply note this view without comment.
The account of personal identity that I will advance later in the chapter will, I hope,
help to explain why it seems to most of us that it would be irrational to engage in
mourning for the sake of an insentient cluster of cells.

It seems clear, at any rate, that not all human organisms begin to exist at concep-
tion. Monozygotic twins do not. They may or may not begin life as single-celled en-
tities, but those entities are the direct products of fission rather than fertilization. But
what about all other human organisms? If an adult human organism is not the prod-
uct of monozygotic twinning (or, one might add for the sake of completeness, of zy-
gotic or embryonic fusion, cloning, or parthenogenesis), can it be said to have begun
life as a single-celled product of fertilization? In these cases, is the single-celled zy-
gote the earliest stage in the existence of a single individual that will later be an adult
human organism?

Some have held that the mere possibility that the zygote or embryo might split
into twins shows that there cannot be a single human organism present until fourteen
days after conception, when the possibility of twinning ceases. Helga Kuhse and
Peter Singer, for example, have argued that, if there is an organism there and twin-
ning does occur, there is no plausible explanation of what happens to the organism.
It is clearly implausible to suppose that the original organism survives as only one of
the twins, or as both, or that there were really two overlapping organisms present all
along. Nor is it plausible, according to Kuhse and Singer, to claim that the original
organism ceases to exist, for this would “put one in the difficult position . . . of hav-
ing to explain how it can be that a human individual has ceased to exist when noth-
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ing has been lost or has perished—in other words, when there has been a death but
there is no corpse.”® Therefore it is best to accept that there was never an organism
there at all, but merely a cell or collection of cells.

There does not, however, seem to be anything problematic about the claim that,
if an organism begins to exist at conception and twinning occurs, that organism sim-
ply ceases to exist. Ceasing to exist through division is not the same kind of event as
death and does not leave dead remains behind. Thus, for example, when an amoeba
divides, it ceases to exist though it does not die. While living entities may cease to
exist by dying, some may also cease to exist in another way, by dividing.

There are two reasonable interpretations of the processes that occur during the
fourteen days following conception, before cell differentiation begins, the “primitive
streak” is formed, and twinning ceases to be possible. According to one understand-
ing, the successive cell divisions are all events in the history of a single individual.
When the initial single-celled zygote divides, it becomes, or continues to exist as, a
two-celled entity. The two-celled entity is simply the successor state of the initial
one-celled entity. Similarly, when the cells comprising the two-celled entity divide,
the same continuing individual becomes a four-celled entity. And further divisions
that continue to expand the number of cells are simply further phases in the growth
and development of that individual. When each cell divides, i ceases to exist, but the
individual that is constituted by those cells continues to exist through each successive
transformation of its constituent matter.

According to the alternative interpretation, when the initial single-celled zygote
divides, there is nothing that continues to exist. Just as, in twinning, when the zygote
divides it ceases to exist, so in the initial division the single cell ceases to exist and is
supplanted by its two qualitatively identical daughter cells. Similarly, when each of
the daughter cells divides, it ceases to exist and is replaced by its own two qualita-
tively identical daughter cells. Again, there is nothing—no individual—that persists
through these transformations. Only when the cells begin to be differentiated, to take
on specialized functions, and to be organized together in an integrated way do they
together constitute a further individual.

If the first of these interpretations is correct, it is plausible to suppose that the zy-
gote formed at conception is a human organism—that is, that it is the initial phase in
the existence of a single individual that will eventually be recognizable as an adult
human organism. If, by contrast, the second interpretation is correct, it is quite im-
plausible to suppose that a human organism begins to exist at conception. One could,
perhaps, say that the initial single-celled zygote is a human organism that ceases to
exist when it divides. But then what is one to say of the two resulting daughter cells?
Is each a distinct human organism? If so, and if human organisms are what we are,
then Oderberg and others will have a lot of mourning to do. Is neither a human or-
ganism? This would be difficult to reconcile with the assumption that the initial
single-celled zygote is a human organism, for there is little that distinguishes the par-
ent cell from the daughters. One seems forced to conclude that the second interpreta-
tion makes it unreasonable to believe that what exists at or shortly after conception is
a human organism.

Which interpretation is correct?*® The fundamental difference is that the first in-
terpretation holds that the clustered, proliferating cells together constitute a further
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individual that is distinct though not separable from them, while the second interpreta-
tion denies this. The case for the first interpretation depends on the observation that the
cells are bundled together within a single membrane (the zona pellucida) and eventu-
ally their descendants begin to take on specialized tasks in the constitution of the or-
ganism and its prenatal environment. Unlike a series of amoebas, where division pro-
duces daughter cells that may wander off to lead quite independent lives, the zygotic
cells and their progeny form a discrete unit. That unit, it is claimed, is the organism.

The case for the second interpretation is that, during the first two weeks after con-
ception, the cells are only loosely grouped within the zona pellucida. They are inde-
pendent and uncoordinated and, at least until the eight-cell stage, each is totipotent—
that is, capable, if separated from the others, of developing into, or giving rise to, a
complete adult organism. It is this lack of integration among the cells that suggests
that they do not together constitute a distinct entity, an individual.

Consider, as an analogy, an island on which there are people. Suppose these
people are entirely unrelated: each came to the island independently of the others,
each lives a solitary life with no communication or cooperation with the others, and
each is even unaware of the existence of most of the others. In that case it seems clear
that these individuals do not together constitute an individual of any substantial sort.
If, by contrast, various relations obtained among them—if, for example, they were
related genealogically, spoke the same language, accepted the same moral and reli-
gious beliefs, followed the same customs, cooperated together in complex ways, and
so on—then it would be plausible to suppose that they would together constitute a
distinct individual: a nation, for example.

If the zygotic cells are relevantly like the inhabitants of the island in the scenario
in which the latter are unrelated, it seems that the cells do not constitute an individ-
ual and, a fortiori, are not an organism. If instead they are relevantly like the com-
plexly related inhabitants, it is considerably more plausible to regard them as to-
gether constituting an organism.

The analogy with the people on the island may be revealing in another way. Most
of us are reductionists about human collectivities such as nations.>” A nation is an in-
dividual, but it consists simply of a collection of people related to one another in cer-
tain ways. The nation has no existence independent of the existence of the people and
their relations with one another. Our concept of a nation, moreover, admits of vague-
ness. If certain people share some of the commonalities typically constitutive of na-
tionhood but not others, there may be no yes-or-no answer to the question whether
they constitute a nation. There is no further information that could resolve this ques-
tion; the matter is simply indeterminate. When we know the facts about the people,
their histories, and their relations with one another, we know all the facts, other than
those concerning our use of the word “nation,” that are relevant to determining
whether the people constitute a nation.

I suspect that similar claims are true of the cluster of zygotic cells within the
zona pellucida during the fortnight following conception. There is no deep, recondite
truth to be discovered about whether these cells together constitute an organism or
whether instead the organism begins to exist only later, when the proliferating cells
lose their totipotency, become differentiated, and begin to be tightly allied both orga-
nizationally and functionally. Neither of these views is definitely true—or definitely
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false. This is because there is really nothing more to a human organism than a col-
lection of cells functioning together in complex ways. Whether the cells within the
zona pellucida are sufficiently integrated to constitute an organism is simply under-
determined by our concept of an organism. The claim that the zygote is the earliest
stage of the organism is something that we are neither rationally compelled to accept
nor rationally compelled to deny.

3.2. Organisms, Embryos, and Corpses

The view that each of us is numerically identical with a particular human organism
entails that one’s history is the history of an organism. The beginning of one’s exis-
tence necessarily coincides with the coming into existence of an organism and one
will cease to exist when that organism does. It would seem, however, that neither of
these implications is, on reflection, easy to accept.

Assume for the sake of argument that a human organism begins to exist roughly
two weeks after conception, when the proliferating cells have begun to specialize
and to function together in an integrated way. Could I really have once been such a
humble little entity? One obstacle to thinking critically about the idea that one once
existed as an insentient, microscopic cluster of cells is that the retrospective view-
point one adopts in considering this suggestion effectively excludes the engagement
of one’s emotions, in particular those, such as hope and fear, concerned with self-
interest. To get these engaged, it is helpful to consider, not whether one was a tiny
cluster of cells, but whether one could ever become such an entity. Imagine, for ex-
ample, that in some of us the process of biological development were somehow re-
versed. Those to whom this happened would begin to grow younger, in biological
terms. Eventually they would revert to being babies and thereafter would have to be
placed in artificial wombs in order to survive. As their brains reverted to the infantile
and fetal stages of their development, their mental lives would become increasingly
rudimentary and would eventually disappear altogether when their brains ceased to be
capable of supporting consciousness. Suppose now that one were to face this prospect.
It is instructive to ask oneself when in this process of biological regression one would
cease to exist. For my part, I find it impossible to believe that I would still be around
when what we may neutrally designate as my organism had been reduced to a micro-
scopic network of cells from which any possibility of consciousness had vanished.

If one is an organism, one will cease to exist when that organism ceases to exist.
This suggests that most of us do indeed survive death—not in an afterlife but as
corpses. Again, however, this is not what most of us believe. Unless one is an im-
mortal soul or one’s brain has been transplanted into a different body, the death of
one’s organism is a sufficient condition of one’s ceasing to exist—even if the organ-
ism itself continues to exist as a corpse until it reaches a state of decomposition suf-
ficiently advanced that there is no longer a physical object there at all. But, if one
may cease to exist while one’s organism continues to exist, one cannot be numeri-
cally identical with that organism.

One way that those who believe that we are organisms may attempt to salvage
their view without accepting that we can exist as corpses is to deny that the human
organism continues to exist after it dies. This denial may be implied by Locke’s con-
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ception of an organism as an entity “which has . . . an organization of parts in one co-
herent body, partaking of one common life”;*® for the suggestion is that if there is no
common life in which the parts partake, there is no organism. In any case, the view
that an organism ceases to exist when it dies is explicitly embraced by Eric Olson, a
more recent advocate of the view that we are organisms, who writes that “an animal
necessarily ceases to exist when it dies. In that case there is no such thing as a dead
animal, strictly so called. We may call something lying by the side of the road a dead
animal, but strictly speaking what is lying there are only the lifeless remains of an an-
imal that no longer exists.”3

If, however, an organism ceases to exist when it dies, what exactly is the corpse
and where does it come from? Merely labeling it the “remains” of the organism is un-
illuminating. There seem to be four possibilities. One is that the corpse is an entirely
new entity, one that springs into existence in the area of space that the organism pre-
viously occupied immediately upon the organism’s death. This option has little allure.
When an organism dies, the physical object that remains does not seem to be a new
creation; it seems to have been there all along. The second option is to concede that
the entity that becomes the corpse has been there all along but to hold that it was never
identical with the organism. But it is surely implausible to suppose that, while the or-
ganism was alive, there were two distinct physical entities coexisting in the space it
occupied, only one of which would continue to exist as the corpse after the death of
the other. The third option is to hold that a human organism is a phase in the history
of an ontologically more fundamental entity (for example, a physical body) that, at
the moment of death, ceases to be an organism and becomes a corpse. This, however,
is clearly unsatisfactory for those who maintain that we are organisms, for on this
view “organism” is a phase sortal and hence is not the kind of thing that we could es-
sentially be, assuming that we are substantial individuals. Fourth, and finally, one
might deny that there is any such thing as the corpse. One might claim that, when an
organism dies, all that is left behind is a collection of cells or even more basic ele-
ments that were once constitutive of an organism but now do not constitute any ob-
ject at all. Although this option has its defenders, it is very hard to believe.*’

It seems that none of these four options is as credible as the simple commonsense
view that, when an organism dies, it undergoes a catastrophic change—the change
from being a living organism to being a dead one—but that, unless its death also in-
volves its obliteration, it continues to exist for a limited period in the form of a
corpse. If that is so and we are organisms, it follows that most of us—those whose
deaths will not involve physical obliteration—will become corpses at some point.
And this, as I have said, counts against the view that we are organisms, for it seems
clear that, unless one is a soul that bides awhile before fluttering away to its celestial
abode, one will no longer be present when one’s organism becomes a corpse.

These apparent implications of the view that we are organisms—that one once
existed as an insentient, microscopic cluster of cells and that one is likely to exist at
some point as a corpse—are disturbing but not literally unacceptable. Most of us be-
lieve that we could not exist in these states—that /, for example, could never be a tiny
cluster of cells or a dead body. But it might be objected: “You are confusing your
being there with your being able to imagine what it was or would be like to be there.
You were there as an embryo but, because your conscious life had not yet begun,
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there was nothing that it was like for you to be there then. Similarly, you will be there
if you become a corpse; but, because you will no longer be alive, there is nothing that
it will be like to exist in that state.” This sort of reply has some force. In these counter-
examples, the view that we are essentially human organisms implies that one would
exist as a certain entity when we believe that one would not exist at all. It would be
more damaging if there were a counterexample in which the view implied that one
would exist as a certain entity when we not only believe that one would not exist as
that entity but also strongly believe that one would exist as an entirely different en-
tity. The familiar example of the brain transplant is just such a counterexample.

3.3. Brain Transplantation

In the first of the series of thought-experiments I presented in section 2.2, one’s en-
tire brain is extracted and transplanted into the body of one’s identical twin. Most
people, on considering this possibility, believe that one would continue to exist in
what was formerly the body of one’s twin. And the usual interpretation of what
would happen in this case is that one would come to animate a different organism.
The organism with which one began life would continue to exist separately from one-
self. There are various fates that we can imagine befalling it once the brain has been
removed. It might be left to die; it might receive a brainstem transplant, thereby re-
maining alive though incapable of supporting consciousness; most of the functions
that were previously directed by the original brainstem might instead be sustained in-
definitely with the aid of various artificial life-support systems; or it might have the
whole of someone else’s brain transplanted into it, thereby not only remaining alive
but also becoming host to an entirely different person. Whichever course of events
we imagine happening, one’s original organism would continue to exist (as a corpse,
in a persistent vegetative state, etc.) on one bed in the operating theater while one would
oneself regain consciousness in a different organism on another bed. One would now
be an individual separate and distinct from one’s organism. But, if one would not be
identical with that organism now, then one never was identical with it; for an indi-
vidual cannot cease to be itself and yet continue to exist.

What are the options for those who believe that we are essentially organisms?
One response is to hold that the theory is sufficiently well grounded to warrant our
embracing the counterintuitive implication that one’s fate in this case would be the
fate of the brainless body.*! We might just accept that if, for example, the brainless
body is left to die, one would become a corpse, while one’s twin would survive, al-
beit with a mental life remarkably similar to one’s own. This, however, seems tanta-
mount to surrender. It saves the theory only if there are considerations favoring the
theory that are sufficiently rationally compelling to overpower the conviction that
most of us have that one would survive in the body of one’s twin. I know of nothing
that has been advanced in favor of the theory that has that degree of rational force.

It is, moreover, one thing to say that one accepts a certain implication, another ac-
tually to accept it. Those proponents of the view that we are organisms, who profess
to accept that one’s fate in the brain transplant case would be the fate of the body
from which the brain had been removed, might instructively consider what they
would really prefer if given the following choice. Suppose that you have an identical
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twin whose brain has been destroyed but whose body has until now been kept in a
healthy state through intensive artificial support. Serendipitously, you discover today
that you have an invariably fatal condition. If your entire brain were transplanted into
your twin’s body, it is estimated that that body could support life for another thirty
years. But this option must be seized immediately; for, unless the artificial life sup-
port is replaced by the fuller ministrations of a human brain, the organs in your twin’s
body will in a matter of days begin a precipitous process of deterioration. Alterna-
tively, you can continue for about a year in an unimpaired state, whereupon you will
die painlessly from rapidly developing complications of the fatal condition. I think
that one could be said to accept the implications of the view that we are organisms
only if one would really prefer death within a year to having one’s brain sustained
alive in a different organism for thirty years.

A more plausible response to the case of the brain transplant is to claim that one
would continue to exist and would follow one’s brain into what was formerly the
body of one’s twin precisely because, in the circumstances, one would be one’s brain.
For one is, according to the view under consideration, an organism, and the living
brain extracted from one’s skull would be an organism pared down virtually to its
minimal physical components. This is the position taken by Peter van Inwagen, who
argues that the core or nucleus of an organism is the “control center,” that which regu-
lates and coordinates the multifarious activities of its various parts.*> Because the
brain has this role, it is possible to cut away all of an organism’s extraneous or in-
essential matter until it is shaved down to a bare brain, provided that the brain re-
ceives the external support it requires to remain alive.

This response raises awkward questions. If, for example, the organism survives
in the form of a brain, what is the thing from which the brain has been extracted? The
typical response is to assume that it is the organism—an organism from which a vital
organ has been removed. But if the brain is the organism, its former casing must be
something else. It cannot, of course, be the “remains” of an organism, for the organ-
ism is alive and well, although drastically reduced in size. Perhaps it is best regarded
as a collection of severed parts. Van Inwagen, who denies that an organism has parts
larger than a cell, would say that what is left behind when the brain departs is not an
object or thing at all—not even a collection of parts in the usual sense, but a mere
collection of cells. The point is that, if one believes that the living brain is the organ-
ism, one must deny that what the brain leaves behind is an organism. But this is very
difficult to deny if what is left behind can, with the provision of minimal external
“life support” (for example, a respirator, intravenous nutrition and hydration, and a
daily hormone injection), continue to perform in an integrated and coordinated man-
ner all of the characteristic functions of an organism, such as circulation, metabo-
lism, growth, immune response, and even reproduction. (For evidence that this is
possible, see chapter 5, section 1.2.)

(One option that does not imply that what is left behind when the brain is re-
moved is not an organism is to treat the surgical extraction of the brain as an instance
of fission in which one organism splits into two distinct organisms: a living brain and
a brainless organism. But this understanding of the case fails to capture the intuition
that we want to preserve—namely, that one would continue to exist after the opera-
tion in the body of one’s twin. For in fission, as it is normally understood, the parent



Identity 33

entity ceases to exist when it divides to form new descendent entities. So, even if the
brain and the body from which it had been extracted would both be organisms, nei-
ther would be identical with the organism that existed prior to the surgical extraction
of the brain.)

There is a corresponding puzzle about the entity that contains one’s brain after
the transplant has been performed. Again, the natural view is that this is the human
organism that once housed one’s twin but is now occupied and animated by oneself.
According to this commonsense view, one has come to have or to inhabit a new or-
ganism. But we are assuming that one’s brain is itself an organism when it is trans-
planted into the emptied skull that once housed the brain of one’s twin. Is there now
an organism within an organism? Or have two distinct organisms fused to form a
single composite organism? Both suggestions are problematic in various ways. Fol-
lowing the reasoning in the previous paragraph, it seems best to say that, when one’s
twin’s brain is removed, what remains is merely a collection of severed parts. What
we are inclined to call the transplantation of one’s brain into the body of one’s twin
is really the grafting onto one’s brain of the matter that remained after one’s twin’s
brain was separated from it. According to this understanding, the organism of which
one’s brain is a part after the transplant surgery is identical to the organism of
which one’s brain was a part prior to the surgery. It is one and the same organism that
survives the cutting away of most of its tissues, exists for a brief period as an artifi-
cially sustained brain, and then has a mass of new tissue grafted onto it.*3

This, too, is hard to accept. Suppose that one’s twin was not an identical twin but
a fraternal twin of the other sex. If one is oneself female, what we tend to describe as
the transplantation of one’s brain into the body of one’s twin would, on this view, in-
volve the transformation of a female organism into a male organism. Or imagine that
one’s brain were transplanted into the body of an ape. The resulting entity would, on
this view, be a human organism (albeit one with a preponderance of hitherto simian
parts). Similarly, if the brain of my dog Rufus were transplanted into the body of a
pig, the resulting animal would, on this view, be a dog, a canine organism to which
some porcine bits had been surgically added.

It is more natural to describe these as cases in which a woman comes to inhabit
the body of a man, a person becomes lodged in the body of an ape, and Rufus, a dog,
comes to have the body of a pig—with the implication that in each case an individual
moves from one organism to another. These cases are, however, sufficiently bizarre
that it is difficult to know how best to understand them. Hence it would be unwise to
rest the case against van Inwagen’s position on them alone.

Recall that van Inwagen’s claim that the organism can be pared down to the liv-
ing brain, but not to any other organ, is based on the idea that the brain is the control
center of the organism. He asks us to imagine, first, that a human head is severed
from the rest of the body and that both the head and the entity consisting of the trunk
and limbs are provided with external life support. (Because of his understanding of
the metaphysics of parthood, he expresses all of this a bit differently.) The organism,
he contends, has now been reduced to a severed head. He argues for this claim by ref-
erence to a political analogy. Imagine an empire controlled entirely by an adminis-
tration that resides in the Imperial Palace. If the palace becomes isolated, so that no
information or matérial can flow into or out of it and the citizenry outside the palace
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descends into chaos, the empire will have shrunk to the palace and its staff. For the
boundaries of the empire are determined by the extent of the political control exer-
cised by the government. Similarly, an organism is individuated by reference to its
controlling entelechy, which is the brain: “Give the severed head the proper environ-
ment and it will maintain itself, but the headless body will need a constant supply of
‘instructions’ in the form of electrically transmitted information.”** It is for this
reason that “the living severed head, the analogue of the isolated Imperial Palace, is
the organism.”* And, since it is really the brain that matters and not the entire head,
van Inwagen concludes that “if a man may become a severed head, then he may be-
come a naked brain.”4®

This political analogy can be disputed. In the political case, the isolated adminis-
tration cannot claim to be the empire on the ground that it is the center of political
control. For it no longer exercises political control. It may control its domestic
arrangements, but this is not the same as exercising political control over an empire.
The reasonable thing to say in this case is that the empire continues to exist within
the full extent of its former boundaries as long as a certain degree of unity and coor-
dination is maintained among the citizens, even if the administration no longer exer-
cises control; but as political and social disintegration increases, the empire ceases to
exist. In the same way, while the brain may exercise control over the organism while
they are united, it ceases to exercise significant control functions once it is separated
from the rest of the organism. Thus van Inwagen’s claim that the severed head “will
maintain itself” is overstated. A severed head or an isolated brain manifests no
greater degree of internal self-regulation, and requires no less external life support,
than the rest of the body from which it has been detached. (Again, I will return to this
in section 1.2 of chapter 5.) The fact that the brain was the center of control in the or-
ganism when it was a part of the organism does not entail that the organism survives
as the brain when the brain is separated from the other parts of the organism. To sup-
pose that it does is comparable to supposing that, if the control panel is removed from
the cockpit of an airplane, the airplane continues to exist as the control panel while the
remainder, consisting of the fuselage, wings, and so on, becomes just an assembly of
spare parts.

These rejoinders to van Inwagen’s argument will not persuade everyone. Some
will continue to believe that, if the brain of a human organism is extracted from the
cranium and kept alive, either by being transplanted into another body or simply by
being oxygenated in a tank of fluid, the original organism will survive, albeit in a re-
duced state, in the form of that living brain. But the argument for the claim that we
are not identical with our organisms can appeal to a different case, one not involving
the removal of the entire brain. Recall the third of the six cases described in section
2.3: the case of the cerebrum transplant. As I argued earlier, if it is plausible to sup-
pose that one would follow one’s brain if it were transplanted in its entirety into a
new body, it is also plausible to suppose that one would follow one’s cerebrum if it
alone were transplanted into a new body. But van Inwagen’s view distinguishes
sharply between these cases. For the regulatory functions of the brain are localized
not in the cerebrum but in the brainstem. Hence, on van Inwagen’s view, an organism
cannot be pared down to a functional cerebrum. If one’s cerebrum were surgically
severed from one’s brainstem and transplanted into a different body while one’s
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brainstem remained intact and functional, one’s original organism would survive as
the collection of organs and tissues governed by the operations of the brainstem. If
one is that organism, one would survive the procedure as a decerebrate organism, an
organism in a persistent vegetative state, even if one’s mental life would in some
sense be continued in the organism into which one’s cerebrum had been transplanted.
This is what van Inwagen’s view implies, but it is not what we believe.*’

3.4. Dicephalus

So far, then, the challenge to the view that we are human organisms that is posed by
the possibility of brain transplantation still stands, though van Inwagen’s claim that a
human organism could be pared down to a living brain may show that the challenge
must come from a case involving a cerebrum transplant only rather than the trans-
plantation of the entire brain. Various writers have, however, contended that our in-
tuitive responses to examples such as these that are and are likely to remain merely
hypothetical are not reliable guides to the metaphysics of personal identity.*® Let us
assume that this charge has at least enough force to make the appeal to brain or cere-
brum transplantation inconclusive. There is another challenge to the view that we are
organisms that need not appeal to examples drawn from science fiction but instead
focuses on an actual, though extremely rare, condition known as dicephalus. Di-
cephalus (from Greek roots, meaning “two-headedness’) occurs when a human zy-
gote divides incompletely, resulting in twins conjoined below the neck.*’ In diceph-
alic twinning, as in other forms of twinning, it is clear that there are two people. In a
case featured in a recent issue of Life magazine, Abigail and Brittany Hensel present
a spectacle of two heads sprouting from a single torso; yet no one doubts that they are
separate and distinct little girls.>® Each has her own private mental life and her own
character, each feels sensations only on her own side of the body, and each has ex-
clusive control over the limbs on her side (though, interestingly, each brain gets
enough information about the other that the girls are able to coordinate their move-
ments in running, swimming, riding a bicycle, and so on). But, although Abigail and
Brittany are two different persons, there seems to be only one organism between
them. If so, then neither girl is identical with that organism. For they cannot both be
identical with the organism, as that would imply that they were identical with each
other, which they are not. Nor is it plausible to suppose that one of them is identical
with the organism while the other is some sort of parasite hosted by the organism.
(Even if this understanding were plausible, it would involve a concession that there
is at least one person who is not an organism.) So it seems that we should accept that
neither is identical with the organism they share. But if dicephalic twins are not
human organisms, this strongly suggests that none of us is an organism. For, despite
their anomalous physical condition, there is no reason to suppose that dicephalic
twins are fundamentally different types of being from the rest of us.

Those who hold that we are essentially human organisms would seem to have
only three options. One is to claim that, because dicephalic twins constitute a single
human organism, that organism can be at most one person—a person with a divided
mind.>! In Mark Twain’s farcical novella, Those Extraordinary Twins, inspired by an
actual case of dicephalus (the Tocci brothers, born in Sardinia in 1877), the towns-
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people initially treat a pair of dicephalic twins as one person. One character says,
“Ma, you ought n’t to begin by getting up a prejudice against him. I’'m sure he is
good-hearted and means well. Both of his faces show it.” As the story progresses,
however, the perception changes and the twins come to be regarded as distinct per-
sons—so much so that the townspeople end up ignoring the fact that they share a
single body. At the end of the story, when a mob proposes to hang one of the twins,
some protest that the other twin is innocent. “Who said anything about hanging
him?” is the reply. “We are only going to hang the other one.”>? This reply is taken to
be entirely satisfactory.

The idea that dicephalic twins constitute a single person obviously denies the re-
ality of one or both of the Hensel twins. It implies that neither is in herself any more
an independently existing thing than the separate centers of consciousness in a com-
missurotomy patient. It implies that, if one of the twins’ brains were to die, this would
be no more destructive of a person than if a commissurotomy patient were to suffer a
stroke that would kill a cerebral hemisphere. This seems clearly unacceptable.

The second option is equally unacceptable, for the same reason. This is to claim
that dicephalic twins constitute a single organism with two distinct minds. But here
again the implication is that the Hensel girls cannot be separate and independently
existing things—at least not things of the sort that we are. For, if we are human or-
ganisms and there is only one organism present where the Hensel twins are, then
there is only one entity of our sort present there. Thus if one of their brains were to
die, leaving the other to regulate the various somatic functions of the organism, the
organism would merely have lost one of its centers of mental life; no entity of our
sort would have ceased to exist, for no organism would have died. Again this is un-
acceptable.

The third and most promising option is to claim that dicephalic twins are actually
two distinct though overlapping organisms. Van Inwagen may hold this view, for at
one point he writes, parenthetically, of “a fusion of two or more multicellular organ-
isms, after the manner of Siamese twins.”* This understanding is, of course, entirely
compelling in the case of conjoined twins who are only superficially melded (and
therefore potentially separable) and who each have a full complement of organs and
parts. It is also plausible in cases in which there is a limited sharing of certain organs
or parts but extensive duplication of others. It is substantially less plausible, however,
when, as in the case of the Hensel sisters, there is only very limited duplication of or-
gans and all the organs function together as a unit. Although the Hensel twins have
two hearts and two stomachs, they share three lungs, have a single liver, a single
small intestine, a single large intestine, a single urinary system, and a single repro-
ductive system (thus any child they might conceive would be the child of both, a
child with three parents: a father and two mothers). The organs are packaged together
within a single rib cage and function together in a harmoniously coordinated manner.
The limited duplication of organs—the two hearts and two stomachs—would appear
to be fortuitous. Recorded cases of dicephalus show varying degrees of duplication
and it seems possible that there could be an even purer case than that of the Hensel
twins in which there would be virtually no duplication of organs below the neck.

If the Hensel twins were two distinct but partially fused organisms, there should
in principle be a conceptual distinction between the death of the one and the death of
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the other. Even if their deaths would be inevitably linked, in the sense that the death
of one would infallibly and immediately cause the death of the other, we should never-
theless be able to say what would count, in principle, as the death of only one. But if
the death of a biological organism is understood in the usual way as the irreversible
cessation of integrated functioning among the organism’s constituent organs and parts,
then in the case of the Hensel twins there can be only one death of an organism. For,
despite the presence of two hearts and two stomachs, there is basically only one set
of organs. When those organs have irreversibly ceased to function together in an in-
tegrated manner, an organism will die. But there will then be no other organs whose
continued functioning could count as the continued life of another organism. In the
case of the Hensel twins, there are two personal lives but only one biological life.

(It is highly probable, though not certain, that the Hensel twins could continue to
live even if the supernumerary heart and stomach on one side were to die or be re-
moved. For blood pumped by each heart circulates through the body as a whole and
food digested by each stomach nourishes the entire body. So, while the loss of one
each of the duplicated organs would undoubtedly impose a strain on the remaining
organs, it would not necessarily involve the death of anything other than the organs
themselves.)

At this point we might recall van Inwagen’s claim that the core of a human or-
ganism—that to which it may in principle be reduced by stripping away its inessen-
tial parts—is its control center, the brain. One who held this view could argue that the
Hensel twins are two distinct organisms because there are two distinct and independ-
ent brains. The two organisms share a great many organs in common. But each brain
exercises various regulative functions with respect to a certain system of organs and
parts, even if the system that each regulates has many members in common with the
other. This understanding of the idea that the Hensel twins are two overlapping
human organisms makes sense of the possibility of one organism could die while the
other would remain alive. If one of the twins were to suffer brain death, that would
constitute the death of one of the organisms and would in principle be compatible
with the other remaining alive.

Some may find this response satisfying. I do not. It is rather (though not exactly)
like the claim that a plane with duplicate control mechanisms for a pilot and a copilot
is really two distinct but overlapping planes. Dicephalic twins such as the Hensel
girls constitute a single integrally functioning set of organs wrapped in a single skin,
sustained by a single coordinated system of metabolism, served by a single blood-
stream, protected by a single immune system (which, significantly, recognizes every
cell that either twin could claim to be a part of her body as “self”’), and so on. These
systems and the processes they sustain together constitute a single biological life, de-
spite the fact that various aspects of this life are somehow jointly governed by two
brains. There are, of course, two personal or biographical lives; thus if one of the
twins were to suffer brain death, a person would die or cease to exist. But that, as I
will try to show later, does not entail that an organism would likewise die or cease to
exist. In cases of dicephalus, a single biological life supports the existence and thus
the lives of two distinct persons.

Earlier, in introducing the case of dicephalus as a challenge to the view that we
are human organisms, I claimed that the challenge did not require examples drawn
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from the realms of science fiction; for dicephalus, though rare, is real enough. But in
order to respond to the claim that dicephalic twins are actually two organisms be-
cause each head contains a separate control center, it will be helpful to invoke a hy-
pothetical example. Imagine an extreme case of dicephalus, a case in which the divi-
sion is even less complete than it is in the cases on record. In this case, instead of two
necks emerging from a single torso, there are two heads diverging from a common
neck. But even the separation of the heads is incomplete. They are, we may imagine,
fused at the base, though only in the back. There are two faces—two pairs of eyes,
two mouths that function independently, and so on—and, more important, two cere-
brums, each controlling its own face and the limbs on its side of the body. But the
cerebrums diverge from a single brainstem. Assuming that neuroscientists are right
that the cerebrum is the locus of consciousness, it seems as reasonable to believe that
there are two persons present in this case as it is to believe this about the recorded in-
stances of dicephalus, such as the Hensel twins. There are two separate centers of
consciousness, each with its own private sensory pathways and each capable of inde-
pendent thought, emotion, expression, and movement. But, because there is only one
brainstem regulating a single autonomic nervous system for a single set of organs
with no duplication below the level of the brainstem itself, it seems clear that there is
only one organism, even if organisms are individuated with reference to their control
centers. For it is the brainstem—not the cerebrum—that regulates and coordinates
the functioning of the various organs and somatic systems. (It is true that the hypo-
thalamus at the base of the cerebrum has certain regulatory functions, such as main-
tenance of body temperature and control of the balance of water within the body. If
necessary, one can imagine the cerebrums diverging above the hypothalamus.)

This case is intermediate between the case of the commissurotomy patient, in
which there may be at least intermittently divided consciousness even though there is
only one brainstem, and the cases of dicephalus with which we are familiar. So, even
though the case is hypothetical, it is sufficiently similar to known anatomical phe-
nomena to be readily imaginable. Most of us believe that the body of the commis-
surotomy patient houses only one person, even though each hemisphere may experi-
ence thoughts and perceptions that are not directly accessible to the other. In the
known cases of dicephalus, by contrast, we believe that there are two persons pres-
ent. Why do we distinguish so sharply between these two cases? Clearly it is not be-
cause the commissurotomy patient has only one brainstem while dicephalic twins
have two. It has to do, rather, with our sense that there is somehow sufficient unity of
consciousness in the commissurotomy patient to make it unreasonable to believe that
there are actually two persons present, whereas in known cases of dicephalus there
are clearly two separate and independent mental lives in progress. (We can, however,
imagine commissurotomy cases in which it would be reasonable to believe that there
were two persons sharing a single organism. Suppose, for example, that a commis-
surotomy was performed at birth and that each hemisphere was then for many years
presented with different stimuli.>* This could lead to the existence of two different
minds, each with a different set of experiences, dispositions, beliefs, memories, and
so on. This is, perhaps, a more realistic illustration than my hypothetical dicephalus
case of a single organism with a single brainstem that supports the existence of two
distinct persons.)
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Because the hypothetical case of dicephalus, like the actual cases, clearly involves
the existence of two separate and distinct mental lives, we readily assume that there are
two persons present, one per cerebrum. It makes no more sense in this case than in the
known cases to suppose that there is only a single person with a divided mind or two
distinct minds. This seems a clear case in which there are two persons who coexist with
and are supported by a single organism. Because it is implausible to suppose either
that only one of them is identical with the organism or that both are, we should con-
clude that neither is. And because there is no reason to suppose that dicephalic twins
are a different kind of entity from ourselves, or that a different account of personal
identity applies to them, we should further conclude that we are not organisms either.

4. THE PSYCHOLOGICAL ACCOUNT

4.1. Identity and Egoistic Concern

Having reviewed and rejected the two views of what we essentially are that are most
commonly held among the general population, I turn now to the view that, at least in
recent years, has been dominant within philosophical discussions of personal iden-
tity. According to this view, we are essentially psychological beings. Because this
view holds that psychological continuity is the criterion of personal identity, I will
refer to it as the Psychological Account.

The notion of psychological continuity as it figures in this theory requires eluci-
dation. But first we must define certain notions that figure in the definition of psy-
chological continuity. The following relations are instances of direct psychological
connections: the relation between an experience and a memory of it, the relation be-
tween the formation of a desire and the experience of the satisfaction or frustration of
that desire, and the relation between an earlier and a later manifestation of a belief,
value, intention, or character trait. When there are direct psychological connections
between a person P, at time t, and a person P, at t,, P, and P, are psychologically
connected with one another. Because the number of such connections may be many
or few, psychological connectedness over time is a matter of degree. It may be strong
or weak. Derek Parfit stipulates that there is strong psychological connectedness if,
“over any day, [there are] at least half the number of direct connections that hold,
over every day, in the lives of nearly every actual person.”>

Psychological connectedness is not only a matter of degree; it is also an intransi-
tive relation. Thus, if P, is psychologically connected to P, and P, is psychologically
connected to P, it does not follow that P, is psychologically connected to P,. Be-
cause psychological connectedness is intransitive, it cannot be the criterion of per-
sonal identity over time. For the criterion of identity must have the same logical form
as the relation of identity itself, and identity is both transitive and all-or-nothing (that
is, there cannot be degrees of identity).

There is, however, a different relation compounded out of psychological connect-
edness that is transitive and may be construed as all-or-nothing. This is psychologi-
cal continuity. It consists, in Parfit’s words, of “the holding of overlapping chains of
strong connectedness.”>® Suppose, for example, that P, at t, and P, at t, are strongly
psychologically connected and that the same is true of P, and P,, P, and P, and so on
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through time to P_at t . Between P, and P_ there is a series of overlapping relations of
strong psychological connectedness. (There is overlap if, for example, P, is psycho-
logically connected to P, as well as to P,). P, and P, are therefore psychologically con-
tinuous with one another. This is true even if there are no direct psychological con-
nections between them—that is, even if they are not psychologically connected at all.

Psychological continuity is clearly transitive. And it can, as I also noted, be con-
strued as all-or-nothing: either there is strong psychological connectedness from day
to day or there is not. Even when defined in this way, however, psychological conti-
nuity could be interpreted as a matter of degree. One might, for example, stipulate
that there is weak psychological continuity if there are only a little more than half the
normal number of psychological connections from day to day, but that there is strong
psychological continuity if there are more than the normal number. I will later sug-
gest an alternative understanding of psychological continuity that makes it explicitly
a matter of degree. Even interpreted as a matter of degree, psychological continuity
could be the criterion of identity. For it could be stipulated that there is identity when-
ever psychological continuity holds to any degree. But Parfit and others have not un-
derstood psychological continuity in this way. The Psychological Account treats psy-
chological continuity as an all-or-nothing relation.

According to the Psychological Account, psychological continuity is the criterion
of personal identity. Thus a person P, at time t, and a person P, at time t, are one and
the same person only if P, is psychologically continuous with P,. But, although psy-
chological continuity is a necessary condition of personal identity, it is not a suffi-
cient condition. The reason that it is not sufficient is that psychological continuity can
take a branching form—that is, it is possible for one person to be psychologically
continuous with two or more people. Reconsider the case of Division, the case in
which a person, P,, has his brain divided, with each hemisphere being transplanted
into a different body. After the operation, two people, P, and P, are both psycholog-
ically continuous with P,. Initially P, and P, are qualitatively identical, but they are
numerically distinct—that is, they are not one and the same person. Since P, and P,
are not identical with one another, they cannot both be identical with P, for identity
is a transitive relation.

Psychological continuity is not sufficient for personal identity in cases in which
it takes a branching form. But it is, according to the Psychological Account, both a
necessary and a sufficient condition of personal identity in cases in which it holds in
a nonbranching or one-to-one form.

According to the Psychological Account, then, personal identity consists in non-
branching psychological continuity. What does the theory imply about the case of Di-
vision, in which P, is psychologically continuous with two distinct people, P, and P,?
As we saw in section 2 of this chapter, the view that we are souls seems incapable of
yielding a plausible response to this case. But as I also remarked earlier, other theo-
ries tend to run aground on this case as well, for none of the obvious options seems
acceptable. This ground has been endlessly tilled in the literature, so I will be brief.
As we have seen, P| cannot be identical with both P, and P, for that would imply that
P, and P, are themselves identical, which they are not. Nor is it plausible to suppose
that P, is one but not the other, for there is no difference between the two that could
ground the claim that P, is that one rather than the other. (This is true also of the in-



Identity 41

teresting suggestion that P, is either P, or P, but it is indeterminate which of the two
he is.)*” Finally, it also seems unacceptable to say that P, is neither P, nor P,—that
P, has either ceased to exist or else continues to exist as the unconscious body from
which the cerebral hemispheres have been removed. For intuitively it seems that P,
should look forward to living both lives—that of P, and that of P,. We concede that,
if P, had not existed, P, would have been identical with P, and would thus have been
justified in being egoistically concerned about P,. But surely the additional existence
of P, cannot nullify P, ’s reasons for concern about P,.%® For there is nothing signifi-
cant that is missing from P,’s relation to P,. The only problem is that this relation is
duplicated in P,’s relation to P,. The same reasoning applies to P,’s relation to P,.
Nothing is missing there either. So it seems that P, is warranted in being egoistically
concerned about both P, and P,. But how can this be, if P, will be neither P, nor P,?

It seems that there is no intuitively satisfying answer to the question of what hap-
pens to P, in the case of Division if the question whether P, continues to exist is in-
vested with all the significance, for P, himself and for those who care about him, that
it is normally supposed to have. Derek Parfit has, however, proposed an alternative
way of thinking about this case. His remarkable insight is that this case forces us to
reject the hitherto unquestioned assumption that it is personal identity that provides
the grounds for egoistic concern about the future.

Each of us has a special sort of concern for his or her own future. We anticipate
our own future experiences, fearing future pains and looking forward to future pleas-
ures, in a way that is different from our attitude to the future experiences of others.
As Marya Schechtman notes, “we all know the difference between fearing for our
own pain and fearing for the pain of someone else. The difference here consists not
in degree—I1 may care more about the pain of my beloved than about my own—but
in kind.”> Let us call this special kind of concern about the future egoistic concern.

It may seem to be a necessary truth that it is rational to feel egoistic concern about
what may or will happen to some person only if that person will be oneself. That is,
it seems that egoistic concern is rationally justified only if there is personal identity.
While it may be debatable whether identity is a sufficient condition of the rationality
of egoistic concern, it may seem to be a necessary truth that identity is a necessary
condition of justified egoistic concern. In order for me now to be rationally egoisti-
cally concerned about some future person, it may seem at least necessary that this
person should be me. It is in this sense that identity is normally thought to provide the
grounds for rational egoistic concern.

Parfit’s claim is that the case of Division shows this to be false. In this case, it
seems that P, is rationally justified in being egoistically concerned about both P, and
P,. Although he cannot be both P, and P, he can rationally anticipate, in an egoistic
way, living both their lives. The reason why branching egoistic concern is justified in
this case is that the relation that is constitutive of personal identity in the normal case
is present both in P ’s relation to P, and in his relation to P,. Everything important
that is normally present in a person’s relation to himself in the future is present in P,’s
relations to both P, and P, except identity itself. From this, together with our strong
sense that it is rational for P, to be egoistically concerned about both P, and P,, Parfit
concludes that identity is not what provides the basis for egoistic concern—or, as he
himself puts it, that identity is not what matters.
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If this is right, it can in principle be rational and appropriate to be egoistically
concerned about a person in the future even if that person will not be oneself. This
presupposes, of course, that the concept of egoistic concern does not imply that con-
cern about the future is egoistic only if it is concern about oneself. Thus the concept
of egoistic concern, as I will understand it, is the concept of a form of concern that is
phenomenologically indistinguishable from concern for oneself, but conceptually
need not be focused on oneself. Egoistic concern is conceptually possible and may in
principle be rational in the absence of personal identity. (To avoid misunderstanding,
it might be preferable to use the phrase “special, egoistic-like concern” instead of “ego-
istic concern.” But that would be cumbersome. I will instead simply stipulate that
“egoistic concern,” as I will use it, is shorthand for “special, egoistic-like concern.”)

Let us call the relations that ground rational egoistic concern about the future the
prudential unity relations. According to the traditional view, there is only one such
relation: identity. According to Parfit, the prudential unity relations are psychological
connectedness and psychological continuity. The idea that identity is the sole pruden-
tial unity relation is a natural mistake, for in all actual cases there cannot be psycho-
logical continuity and connectedness without identity, and whenever there is identity
there is also psychological continuity. That is, in practice, identity and what matters in
fact coincide. But in the case of Division, psychological continuity and connectedness
diverge from identity. Our intuitions about this case reveal that, in this and other cases,
it is not identity, but the relations that underlie identity, that ultimately matter.

Parfit contends that the best description of what happens in Division is that P,
ceases to exist. But ceasing to exist in this way is radically different from ceasing to
exist in the ordinary way. For, as we have seen, while neither P|’s relation to P, nor
his relation to P, is a relation of identity, each contains all (or nearly all) that matters
to us in ordinary cases of survival.®® Thus, addressing his remarks to a person about
to undergo Division, Parfit writes: ““You will lose your identity. But there are differ-
ent ways of doing this. Dying is one, dividing is another. To regard these as the same
is to confuse two with zero. Double survival is not the same as ordinary survival. But
this does not make it death. It is even less like death.”®! (In these remarks, Parfit is ap-
pealing to a sense of the term “survive” that he had introduced in his earlier work, ac-
cording to which there can be survival without identity.®> Given this way of speaking,
we could say that although P, will be neither P, nor P, he will survive as both. In the
subsequent discussion, I will not follow this usage, but will assume that survival pre-
supposes identity.)

The Psychological Account, as understood here, itself divides into two distinct
theories—an account of personal identity and an account of the basis for egoistic
concern about the future. I will refer to these as the Psychological Account of Iden-
tity and the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern, respectively. For conven-
ience, I will often use the simple label “Psychological Account” to refer to the ac-
count of personal identity and will use the cumbersome full label only for the
Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern. While the Psychological Account holds
that nonbranching psychological continuity is the criterion of identity, the corre-
sponding account of egoistic concern holds that psychological continuity and con-
nectedness—irrespective of whether they take a one-one or a one-many form—are
what rationally justify egoistic concern. Even though in actual cases there are never
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relations of psychological continuity and connectedness without identity, the separa-
tion of the theory of identity and the theory of egoistic concern is of great practical sig-
nificance. For while it seems that identity is all-or-nothing and does not admit of de-
grees, psychological connectedness is a matter of degree. And if part of what grounds
the rationality of egoistic concern is a matter of degree, then rational egoistic concern
may itself be a matter of degree. Parfit writes: “My concern for my future may cor-
respond to the degree of connectedness between me now and myself in the future.
Connectedness is one of the two relations that give me reasons to be specially con-
cerned about my own future. It can be rational to care less, when one of the grounds
for caring will hold to a lesser degree.”®

I believe that Parfit is right that Division shows that identity is not what matters—
that is, that it is not what rationally grounds egoistic concern about the future. My
view differs from Parfit’s, however, both about the nature of the relations are that are
constitutive of personal identity and about the prudential unity relations. I will pur-
sue the objections to his accounts in the remainder of this section and then argue for
a pair of alternative views in section 5.

4.2. Beginning to Exist and Ceasing to Exist

What does the Psychological Account imply about the critical questions of when we
begin to exist and what the conditions of our ceasing to exist are? The exposition will
be clearer if we take the second problem first. According to the Psychological Ac-
count of Identity, the criterion of personal identity is nonbranching psychological
continuity. To determine when a person ceases to exist, we track his life forward in
time by following the relation of psychological continuity until it ceases to hold.
When it ceases to hold, the person ceases to exist. That is, a person ceases to exist
when it ceases to be the case that there will be someone existing in the future with
whom he will be psychologically continuous.

In many cases it is obvious when psychological continuity ceases to hold—for
example, when a person suffers brain death, or lapses into a persistent vegetative
state as a result of the destruction of the cerebral hemispheres. There are other cases,
however, in which the matter is not so simple. For example, in cases of progressive
dementia, such as occurs in Alzheimer’s disease, the degree of psychological con-
nectedness from day to day diminishes gradually and there seems to be no determi-
nate point at which psychological continuity ceases to hold. Recall that psychologi-
cal continuity (as understood by the Psychological Account) consists of overlapping
chains of strong psychological connectedness and that there is strong connectedness
when the number of direct psychological connections from day to day is at least half
the number that hold over each day in the life of a normal person. Because we do not
know how to count psychological connections, there is considerable vagueness about
when the degree of connectedness within a mental life counts as strong. In cases in-
volving gradual mental deterioration, it may be impossible to determine when the
number of connections from day to day drops below the threshold, so that strong con-
nectedness, and therefore psychological continuity, comes to an end.

What, then, does the Psychological Account imply about the fate of a person with
Alzheimer’s disease? We know what will happen as the disease progresses: assuming
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that the person’s body remains alive, his mental capacities, including memory, will
gradually deteriorate until his brain will cease to be capable of even the most rudi-
mentary forms of thought or perception. By that point, the person will clearly have
ceased to exist, according to the Psychological Account, for the patient with ad-
vanced Alzheimer’s will clearly not be psychologically continuous with the person in
the early stages of the disease. But since the progress of the disease is a smooth, con-
tinuous process without abrupt discontinuities, there is no precise point at which psy-
chological continuity is lost.

The theory’s vagueness about when psychological connectedness ceases to hold
should be regarded as a virtue rather than a failing. It would be incredible if there
were a sharp threshold to strong connectedness, so that there would be some deter-
minate point at which the loss of a single further psychological connection would
constitute the death of the patient with Alzheimer’s disease. The Psychological Ac-
count instead holds that it is indeterminate when the patient with Alzheimer’s disease
ceases to exist. While it is clear and determinate that there is psychological continu-
ity within the patient’s life during the early stages of the disease, and while it is also
clear that psychological continuity is absent in the later stages, there is also an inter-
mediate period in which, owing to the vagueness in the notion of strong psychologi-
cal connectedness, it is simply indeterminate whether the mental life in progress is
psychologically continuous with that of the patient in the earlier stages. During this
period (which itself does not have sharp boundaries), it is neither true nor false that
the person continues to exist—that is, it is not the case either that the person contin-
ues to exist or that he has ceased to exist.®*

The coming into existence of a person is, according to the Psychological Ac-
count, in many ways a mirror image of the process whereby the patient with Alz-
heimer’s disease ceases to exist. For the process by which a mental life develops in
richness and complexity in association with the development of an immature human
organism closely parallels, though in reverse, the process of gradual mental deterio-
ration characteristic of dementia in Alzheimer’s disease.

To determine when a person began to exist, on this view, we track the relation of
psychological continuity back through time to the point of its origin. In the life of a
normal person, there are overlapping chains of strong psychological connectedness
that stretch back at least to early childhood. Thus each of us has existed at least since
then. But earlier in infancy the degree of psychological connectedness from day to
day is not clearly strong, and in very early infancy and during fetal gestation, what
connectedness there is is clearly not strong—that is, there are far fewer psychologi-
cal connections from day to day than half the number that hold over a day in the life
of a normal adult.

It follows that, according to the Psychological Account, we began to exist some-
time in early childhood. Prior to that, during infancy, our existence was indetermi-
nate—that is, it was neither true nor false that we existed during that period. But the
period of indeterminacy probably does not extend back into early infancy. If that is
right, it is determinately true, according to the Psychological Account, that we never
existed as newborn infants or fetuses. Parfit himself would have to accept this. He
writes that it “is not true . . . that I am now strongly connected to myself twenty years
ago . .. Between me now and myself twenty years ago there are many fewer than the
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number of direct psychological connections that hold over any day in the lives of
nearly all adults.”® It seems clear, however, that there are normally many more direct
psychological connections between a person at forty and himself at twenty than there
are between a two-day-old infant and the same infant the day before. For between the
forty-year-old and the twenty-year-old there are various connections of memory, de-
sire, intention, belief, and character; whereas a newborn infant’s mental life is so
sparse that there cannot be more than a few direct psychological connections from
day to day. It follows that the two-day-old infant cannot be strongly psychologically
connected with itself the day before, that there is therefore no psychological conti-
nuity in early infancy, that none of us now is psychologically continuous with a new-
born infant, and thus that none of us is now numerically the same individual as a
newborn infant.

There is, perhaps, an alternative way of expressing the implications of the Psy-
chological Account. Recall that, as I use the term, a “person” is a being with a rich and
complex mental life, a mental life of a high order of sophistication. Parfit has a simi-
lar understanding: he stipulates that “to be a person, a being must be self-conscious,
aware of its identity and its continued existence over time.”®® It seems that a being
that lacked self-consciousness could not have a mental life that was strongly psycho-
logically connected from day to day. For self-consciousness is necessary for most of
our memories, our desires and intentions for the future, our beliefs about the world,
and so on. Without self-consciousness there would not be the ingredients for strong
psychological connectedness. From this it follows that psychological continuity can-
not obtain within the life of a nonperson. If, therefore, one’s mental life contracted
and one ceased to be a person, psychological continuity would come to an end; and
if psychological continuity came to an end, one would cease to exist according to the
Psychological Account. If this is right, the Psychological Account implies that we are
essentially persons. For a person, on this view, is just an entity with a mental life that
is sufficiently rich for there to be strong psychological connectedness from day to day.

Understood in this way, “person” becomes a substance sortal within the Psycho-
logical Account of Identity. If one of us ceases to be a person in this sense, he or she
ceases to exist. Again, because the notion of personhood admits of vagueness, there
may be cases, such as those involving progressive dementia, in which it is indetermi-
nate whether there is still a person present. In the case of a patient with Alzheimer’s
disease, for example, a point may be reached in which there is no correct yes-or-no
answer to the question, “Is he still a person?”

Because human psychological development is gradual, there is also indeter-
minacy about when we begin to exist. If, as the Psychological Account seems to
imply, we are essentially persons, one did not begin to exist until there was a person
present in association with one’s physical organism. A person is an entity with a men-
tal life that is strongly psychologically connected from day to day, which is possible
only when self-consciousness is achieved. But there is no precisely determinate mo-
ment when self-consciousness appears in the development of a human organism. In
early infancy, there is clearly no self-conscious entity present.®’” At some point in early
childhood, there clearly is a self-conscious entity present. During at least some of the
intervening period, it is indeterminate whether one of us—a person—exists or not.
In my own case, for example, the Psychological Account implies that I did not exist
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when the organism I now animate was born, that there may be no yes-or-no answer
to the question whether I existed when that organism was six months old, but that I
undoubtedly did exist by the time that it was a year or two old.

4.3. “Pre-persons” and “Post-persons”

According to the Psychological Account, one did not begin to exist until after the
birth of one’s physical organism. But during the later stages of pregnancy and imme-
diately following the birth of one’s organism, there was a more or less continuous
mental life associated with one’s organism. There was, at a minimum, continuity of
consciousness (though not, of course, continuous consciousness), in the sense that
there was a series of conscious events all generated in the same areas of the same
brain. And this mental life was unified over time by at least a weak form of psycho-
logical connectedness—exemplified, for instance, in the fact that an infant will react
differently to music to which it was exposed in utero, thereby indicating that the ex-
perience of the music was registered in memory and is later, at some level, recalled.
There was, in short, a conscious being present both immediately before and after the
birth of one’s organism—a being whose mental life was in some ways continuous
with one’s own and whom one’s parents and others took to be oneself. But the as-
sumption that this being was actually oneself is, of course, mistaken if the Psycho-
logical Account is right. For, according to that account, one did not exist then. Who,
or what, was this conscious being? And what happened to it when one began to exist?

Perhaps the defender of the Psychological Account should simply deny that, prior
to the existence of the person, there is any conscious being present that is distinct
from the human organism. Before the person appears, there is merely a series of men-
tal events generated by the functioning of the organism. Only with the appearance of
the person is there an individual distinct from the organism. The problem with this re-
sponse, however, is that if it is the organism that is conscious, thinks, feels, perceives,
and so on, it seems that, as the organism’s mental life becomes progressively richer
and more complex, it must be the organism itself that becomes a person. For it will
be the organism that will then have a mental life that is sufficiently sophisticated for
it to count as a person. But if the organism can literally become a person, then the per-
son must simply be a phase in the history of the organism. “Person” must be a phase
sortal rather than a substance sortal. “Person” is simply a label that applies to the or-
ganism during a certain period. But this is incompatible with the Psychological Ac-
count, which implies that “person” is a substance sortal. The view that holds that the
person is merely a phase in the history of an organism is the view that we are essen-
tially human organisms. Hence the idea that it is simply the organism that is con-
scious prior to the appearance of the person is not available to the defender of the
Psychological Account.

What the Psychological Account seems to imply is that the conscious subject that
exists in association with the human organism prior to the coming into existence of
the person is some sort of pre-person, a subpersonal subject of consciousness that be-
gins to exist when the organism becomes capable of supporting consciousness and
mental activity and ceases to exist when the person comes into existence. This, of
course, is an extravagant supposition, one that offends against the principle of parsi-
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mony, which holds that a theory is less plausible the more new entities it is required
to postulate.

A similar problem arises in cases in which psychological continuity within a per-
son’s mental life ceases but the flow of consciousness generated by the person’s brain
continues. This may happen abruptly, as a result of a stroke or an injury to the brain,
or it may occur gradually, as it does in progressive dementia such as that caused by
Alzheimer’s disease. When psychological continuity comes to an end, the person
ceases to exist, according to the Psychological Account of Identity. So the question
arises who or what the conscious entity is that exists thereafter in association with the
person’s organism. Again the best answer seems to be that this is a sort of post-person
that begins to exist immediately upon the ceasing to exist of the person and contin-
ues to exist in association with the organism until the organism ceases to be capable
of supporting consciousness and mental activity.

The necessity of recognizing a post-person in these cases is perhaps even more
embarrassing for the Psychological Account than the necessity of postulating the ex-
istence of a pre-person. For the prospective viewpoint one adopts in considering the
possibility of suffering brain damage or being afflicted with Alzheimer’s disease
readily engages one’s self-interested intuitions. If, for example, one were to imagine
oneself in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease, one would be very unlikely to ac-
cept that the conscious life associated with one’s body in the later stages of the dis-
ease would belong to someone other than oneself. One recognizes that, if one were
to fall prey to Alzheimer’s disease, one would fear any suffering attendant upon the
final stages of the condition in a self-interested or egoistic way.

Many who accept the Psychological Account might be untroubled to recognize the
existence of pre- and post-persons. They might, as Parfit once did, accept a rather
strong form of reductionism about personal identity according to which persons
are just logical constructions compounded out of ontologically more fundamental
items—mental states—and the relations among them. Thus Parfit once made the
claim, which he has subsequently retracted, that one “could give a complete descrip-
tion of reality without claiming that persons exist.”®® One who accepts such a radically
reductionist conception of persons could see the distinction between persons and pre-
and post-persons as just one way of grouping or categorizing mental events. One
might see a parallel here with our understanding of clubs. Suppose that two people get
together regularly to play tennis and have drinks afterwards. Others gradually join in
and eventually there is a group of twenty people who meet regularly for two hours a
week at the tennis courts and then adjourn to a nearby bar for drinks and socializing.
The group of twenty recognize themselves as constituting a club. When did the club
begin to exist? There may be a certain arbitrariness to our answer. But it may be plau-
sible to say that two people are too few to constitute a club. So, although there is a
sense in which the club can trace its existence back to the regular meetings of the two
original players, we might say that the club proper did not yet exist at that point and
that the two people meeting regularly constituted only a sort of pre-club. In saying
this, however, we would simply be reporting how we use the term “club.” And it would
not much matter if we decided to use it differently—if, for example, we decided not
to impose any restrictions concerning size on what could count as a club. Because we
are reductionists about the nature of clubs and thus do not regard clubs as elements of
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our basic ontology, the question whether the two original players constituted the club
in its earliest stages or only a pre-club is not a question of ontology but simply a ques-
tion about language. The radical reductionist about personal identity may take an
analogous view about whether a newborn infant is a person or merely a pre-person.

It is, however, difficult to accept this radical reductionism as applied to ourselves.
Even if we think that there may be circumstances in which our existence would be in-
determinate, it is hard to believe that we ourselves are no more ontologically basic
than clubs. The question whether one would continue to exist during the later phases
of Alzheimer’s disease seems to be much more than just a question about the way in
which we use the word “person.”

The radical reductionist might respond that this is to confuse identity with what
matters—that is, with that which provides the grounds for egoistic concern. If we
wish to know whether one should now care in an egoistic way about what might hap-
pen to one’s body in the later stages of Alzheimer’s disease, one should, it might be
argued, consult the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern. And that theory,
perhaps surprisingly, implies that one might well have reason in the early stages of
Alzheimer’s disease to care in an egoistic way about what might happen to one’s
body in the later stages, even if, according the Psychological Account of Identity, one
would no longer exist at that later time. For recall that the Psychological Account of
Egoistic Concern holds that psychological continuity and connectedness are what
matter. As we have seen, the person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease would
not be psychologically continuous with the post-person who would exist in the later
stages. For in the later stages the number of psychological connections that would
hold from day to day would be far fewer than half the number that hold over each day
in the life of a normal adult. But, at least until the very final stages of the disease,
there would likely be a certain number of direct psychological connections between
the person in the early stages and the post-person in the later stages—for example,
the latter might have a certain number of memories (or what, as I will explain in sec-
tion 4.6, are called “quasi-memories”) of events experienced by the former. If there
would be direct psychological connections between the person and the post-person,
there would be a basis for egoistic concern, albeit only an attenuated degree of con-
cern, according to the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern.

The Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern thus yields the right result in this
case, though the result coheres rather awkwardly with the implication of the Psycho-
logical Account of Identity that the individual for whom one has reason to be egois-
tically concerned would not be oneself. It is, however, open to the defender of the
Psychological Account to reply that this anomaly must be tolerated, just as it must in
the case of Division. If there can be egoistic concern in the absence of identity in
cases involving branching, why cannot there be a basis for egoistic concern when
there is nonbranching connectedness but not identity?

4.4. Revisions and a Note on Method

Perhaps this is an adequate response in cases in which there are direct psychological
connections between the person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease and the
post-person in the later stages. But a problem remains. Suppose that there would be
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no direct psychological connections between the person in the early stages and the
post-person in the very late stages. In that case the Psychological Account of Egois-
tic Concern implies that the person has no reason to be egoistically concerned about
what might happen to the post-person at that point. But intuitively we believe that, if
the person knew that the post-person was likely to experience excruciating physical
suffering, it would be reasonable for the person to care about that prospect in an ego-
istic way—to fear it, for example.

Most people think that it would be reasonable for the person to fear the suffering
that the post-person would experience because they believe, contrary to what the
Psychological Account implies, that the person and the post-person would be the
same individual. But even if we assume that the person and the post-person would be
different individuals, there is still reason, of a sort congenial to the Psychological Ac-
count, to suppose that the person should have some egoistic concern for what might
happen to the post-person. For although the person and the post-person would not be
directly psychologically connected and would not be psychologically continuous
(that is, would not be related by overlapping chains of strong psychological connect-
edness), they still might, and presumably would, be bound together by overlapping
chains of weak psychological connectedness. And it is easy to see how this could give
the person a reason to be egoistically concerned about the post-person. Let “P,” be
the person at the onset of the disease; let “P,” be the person a month later, “P,” the
same person after another month, and so on until we reach “P” the post-person in
the final, fiftieth month of the disease. Suppose that P, is psychologically continuous
with P, but that the number of direct psychological connections from day to day
steadily diminishes, so that P, is not psychological continuous with P,,. Neverthe-
less, P,, is (we may plausibly suppose) directly psychologically connected to P,,.
Even if P, is neither psychologically continuous with nor directly psychologically
connected to P, he is continuous with P,,, who is connected with P, . Since P, has
reason to care egoistically about P,, and P, has reason to care about P,, it is reason-
able to suppose that P, has reason to care about P,, for if P, has reason to care ego-
istically about P,,, he would seem to have some reason (however slight) to care ego-
istically about what P, has reason to care egoistically about, which includes what
will happen to P,

Suppose that, by reiterating this logic, we reach the conclusion that P, has reason
to care egoistically about P . But suppose that, between P,y and P, there are no di-
rect psychological connections. According to the Psychological Account of Egoistic
Concern, P,, has no reason to be egoistically concerned about P, and third parties
who care about P, for his own sake have no reason deriving from their concern for
P,, to care about what will happen to P, . Yet P,, and P, are (let us assume) related
by overlapping chains of weak psychological connectedness from day to day. That
is, let us assume that, over the month that separates P, and P, P,  , (i.e., the post-
person on the first day of the month) is directly but weakly psychologically con-
nected to P, , (the post-person a day later), P,y , to P,y 5, and so on down to P, al-
though by the time we get to P, there may be very few psychological connections
from day to day. Thus, according to the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern,
on each day during this month, the post-person has reason to be egoistically con-
cerned about himself on the following day. (This assumes, of course, that we have
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some criterion for the identity of the post-person, although it obviously cannot be
psychological continuity. I leave this issue aside.) It seems, moreover, that there
should be a certain transitivity to egoistic caring. If P,y , has reason to care about
P, and Py, has reason to care about Ps and so on down to P, it seems that P,
has some reason, however slight, to care egoistically about P.,. And if P, has reason
to care egoistically about Py who has reason to care about P, then P, too should
have reason to care about P . This reasoning seems congenial to the spirit of the Psy-
chological Account of Egoistic Concern, even though P, and P, are neither psycho-
logically continuous (and hence are not the same individual, according to the Psy-
chological Account of Identity) nor directly psychologically connected.

For it seems arbitrary to claim, as the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern
does, that overlapping chains of strong psychological connectedness provide grounds
for egoistic concern, and yet deny that overlapping chains of weaker psychological
connectedness could also provide grounds, albeit weaker ones, for the same kind of
concern. Most of us, in any case, readily accept that overlapping chains of weak con-
nectedness provide grounds for egoistic concern—or, rather, the third-person ana-
logue of egoistic concern—in the case of beings that are not persons. The degree of
psychological connectedness from day to day within the life of a higher nonhuman
animal may be quite weak, yet overlapping chains of weak connectedness seem suf-
ficient for what matters. Over any given day in the life of my dog, for example, there
are fewer than half the number of psychological connections that hold over a day in
the life of a normal adult human being; but even this relatively weak degree of psy-
chological unity in my dog’s life seems a sufficient basis for me to care, for the dog’s
own sake now, about what will happen to it in the future. But if overlapping chains of
weak psychological connectedness are a sufficient basis for egoistic concern (or its
third-person analogue) within the life of an animal, the same should also be true in
the case of beings of our sort.

The Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern would be considerably more
plausible if it were revised to accommodate these intuitions. The necessary revision
is simple and obvious. It is to redefine the notion of psychological continuity so
that it admits of degrees. Let us say that there is broad psychological continuity
whenever there are overlapping chains of psychological connectedness of any degree
of strength. Broad psychological continuity may be strong or weak. When the chains
are of strong psychological connectedness from day to day, there is what I will call
strong psychological continuity. (Strong psychological continuity is not the same as
what Parfit calls “psychological continuity,” for even strong psychological continuity
comes in varying degrees of strength—it may, for example, be moderately strong or
extremely strong—whereas Parfit stipulates that psychological continuity is all-or-
nothing.) When the chains are of weak psychological connectedness (that is, fewer
than half the number of psychological connections that hold over each day in the life
of a normal adult), there is weak psychological continuity. I suggest that the Psycho-
logical Account of Egoistic Concern be revised to hold that what matters are psy-
chological connectedness and broad psychological continuity. When revised in this
way, the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern acknowledges that a person in
the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease has reason to care in an egoistic way about
what may befall the post-person in the later stages of the disease, for the two will be
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broadly psychologically continuous. The overlapping chains of psychological con-
nectedness will admittedly be increasingly weak as the disease progresses. But the
revised theory can concede that the basis for egoistic concern is weaker when broad
psychological continuity is weaker rather than stronger—just as both the original
and revised versions of the theory hold that the grounds for egoistic concern are
weaker the fewer direct psychological connections there are. (Again, recall Parfit’s
claim that “it can be rational to care less, when one of the grounds for caring will hold
to a lesser degree.”)®”

Although this proposed revision enhances the plausibility of the Psychological
Account of Egoistic Concern, it also widens the divergence between that theory and
the corresponding Psychological Account of Identity. But again proponents of the
Psychological Account may be undismayed. They may cite two claims that I have
already endorsed in support of the view that it does not count against an account of
personal identity if it diverges, even fairly extensively, from our beliefs about what
matters. First, I have followed Parfit in accepting that identity is not what matters—
that is, it is not in itself the basis of egoistic concern. If that is right, then in principle
it is possible that there could be identity but no basis for egoistic concern; or there
could be grounds for egoistic concern in the absence of identity (as in the case of Di-
vision). Once our account of egoistic concern is in principle distinguished from our
account of personal identity, it is possible that nothing of substance hinges on the ac-
count of personal identity. For if personal identity is not what matters, disagreements
about whether a person would continue to exist do not necessarily have any implica-
tions for what that person has reason to care about in an egoistic way. Considerations
of egoistic concern would necessarily constrain our account of personal identity only
if personal identity were itself the basis of egoistic concern. If that were true, a di-
vergence between the implications of our account of personal identity and our sense
of what matters would clearly count against the account of personal identity. But di-
vergence is not otherwise a threat.

Second, if we are reductionists about personal identity, we should concede that
disagreements about personal identity are for the most part disagreements about how
our existence is constituted out of the various facts about physical and psychological
continuity. Identity, as Parfit puts it, is not a fact that is independent of the facts about
these continuities. When we disagree about what constitutes the best account of per-
sonal identity, we are simply disagreeing about the best understanding or interpreta-
tion of the known facts about physical and psychological continuity, not about some
fact that obtains separately from these other facts. There is, in other words, no deep
fact about identity that rationally compels us to accept one account rather than an-
other and, a fortiori, no fact that compels us to accept an account that minimizes the
divergence between identity and egoistic concern.

I nevertheless believe that it is best to seek an account of personal identity that is
as closely aligned as possible with our understanding of the basis of egoistic concern.
I therefore think that the revision I have proposed of the Psychological Account of
Egoistic Concern exerts pressure to make a corresponding revision of the Psycho-
logical Account of Identity.

It is not an accident that we have hitherto assumed that personal identity is what
matters and thus that the scope of rational egoistic concern coincides with personal
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identity. Consider the vast range of cases in which we are utterly confident in our
judgments about personal identity: all the ordinary actual cases involving reidentifi-
cation of ourselves and others. Any minimally plausible account of personal identity
must endorse these judgments. Whatever relations are constitutive of personal iden-
tity, they are surely present in these cases. In all of these cases, we intuitively find a
basis for egoistic concern. This strongly suggests that the relations that are constitu-
tive of personal identity are at least part of what we believe to be the basis of egois-
tic concern. It is of course possible that this is merely a coincidence—that the rela-
tions constitutive of personal identity and those that ground egoistic concern are
entirely different but just happen to be present across this range of cases. But it is
surely more plausible to suppose that they coincide because the relations that are
constitutive of personal identity are among those that matter.

From this it seems reasonable to conclude that personal identity is always a suf-
ficient basis for egoistic concern. That basis may be very weak, however, for either or
both of two reasons. First, recall that personal identity is commonly assumed to be all-
or-nothing, even though the relations that are constitutive of it may vary in degree. If
the relations are present only to a weak degree, the basis for egoistic concern may be
correspondingly weak even though there is identity. Second, the relations that are con-
stitutive of personal identity may be only part of what matters. There may be other
relations that matter, either in conjunction with the relations that underlie identity or
even in the absence of identity. If that is the case, the basis for egoistic concern may
be weak even when there is identity because those other relations are entirely absent.
And, of course, both these conditions may obtain simultaneously: the relations that
are constitutive of personal identity may be present to only a very weak degree while
none of the other relations that matter are present at all. In such a case, even though
there would be identity, the basis for egoistic concern would be very weak.

Perhaps this is too bold. Perhaps there might be cases—for example, the lives of
immortals—in which there is personal identity but no basis for egoistic concern over
very long stretches of time. If there are any such cases—cases in which the relations
constitutive of personal identity are present but do not provide a basis for egoistic
concern—they are likely to be hypothetical and sure to be controversial. Still, it may
be unwise to rule them out ex cathedra. So perhaps we should retreat to the claim that
there is a strong presumption that personal identity is a sufficient basis for egoistic
concern. That alone would support the requirement that, in developing an account of
personal identity, we should seek to achieve maximum congruence between personal
identity and the reach of egoistic concern.

It has also been a presupposition of our thought about personal identity that when
there are grounds for egoistic concern, there is also identity. This assumption is evi-
dent in many of the cases in the literature on personal identity, from Bernard
Williams’s early cases in which the distinctive features of a person’s psychology are
erased to Peter Unger’s repeated use of what he calls the “avoidance of future great
pain test.””° I believe, of course, that the case of Division shows that the presence of
rational egoistic concern is not sufficient for personal identity, and thus that personal
identity is not a necessary condition of rational egoistic concern. Even in the case of
Division, however, there are grounds for egoistic concern only where the relations
that are constitutive of personal identity in the normal case are also present.
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I have conceded that it is in principle possible that there are relations that provide
a sufficient basis for egoistic concern that are different from and may occur independ-
ently of the relations that are constitutive of personal identity. If that is the case, the
presence of rational egoistic concern would not be sufficient for personal identity even
in cases that did not involve branching of the relations constitutive of personal identity.
For my part, I doubt that there are any such relations. If there are no such relations, we
should expect personal identity and what matters to coincide in all cases except those
involving the branching of the relations that are constitutive of personal identity. For if
the relations that are constitutive of personal identity are part of what matters, then
there is at least a strong presumption that personal identity is sufficient for the ration-
ality of some degree of egoistic concern. And if there are no other relations that are by
themselves sufficient for egoistic concern, the presence of justified egoistic concern is
sufficient for personal identity in all cases except those involving branching.

These, it seems, are good reasons for expecting that the scope of egoistic concern
should coincide with personal identity. There is therefore a presumption that an ac-
count of personal identity should imply that where there is personal identity, there is
a basis, however weak, for egoistic concern, and that where egoistic concern is ra-
tional, there is, except in cases involving branching, personal identity. It is, in short,
a test of an account of personal identity, albeit a defeasible one, that its implications
should be congruent with our understanding of what matters.

Some of the objections I have urged against the accounts of personal identity that
I have rejected have taken this form. I noted, for example, that the view that we are
human organisms seems to imply that at some point most of us will exist, for a while,
as corpses. But, because it seems irrational to be egoistically concerned about what
may happen to one’s corpse, it is hard to believe that one will be that corpse. (One
may, of course, be concerned in a self-interested way about what will happen to one’s
corpse in much the way that one may be concerned about one’s reputation. But this
is an indirect form of egoistic concern: one can no more anticipate what will happen
to one’s corpse “from the inside” than one can anticipate what will happen to one’s
reputation from the inside.) This, I suggested, counts against the view that we are or-
ganisms.

There are, of course, other criteria for the adequacy of an account of personal
identity. Thus my most elaborately developed objection to the view that we are or-
ganisms—based on the case of dicephalus—makes no appeal to considerations of
egoistic concern. This objection is purely metaphysical: in dicephalus, there are in-
contestably two persons—two beings of our sort—but apparently only one organ-
ism, a circumstance that is incoherent according to the view that we are organisms.
This account of our identity therefore fails to satisfy a requirement of compatibility
with our criteria for the individuation of entities of particular kinds. And any account
must satisfy this and various other requirements that are purely metaphysical in char-
acter. This suggests a potential problem. For the account of personal identity that is
best aligned with our intuitions about what matters may satisfy the various meta-
physical criteria less well than some rival account. For example, all accounts of our
identity other than that which claims that we are human organisms may have diffi-
culty explaining what the relation is that we bear to our organisms if it is not identity.
At some point, in attempting to determine what the best account of personal identity
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is, it may become necessary to choose whether to give priority to metaphysical con-
siderations or to congruence with our sense of what matters.

For the time being, however, I will assume that there is a presumption that our ac-
count of personal identity should coincide as closely as possible with our sense of
what matters. If our account of personal identity follows our sense of what matters
where it is logically possible for it to do so, there will be a strong presumption that
there is a basis for egoistic concern whenever there is identity and that there is iden-
tity where there is a basis for egoistic concern. And this will facilitate the clear and
forceful articulation of certain evaluative claims. It is, for example, more immedi-
ately compelling to say, “That future individual will be you,; hence you have reason
to be egoistically concerned about what will happen to him,” than it is to say, “That
future individual will not be you; nevertheless certain relations that ground egoistic
concern will hold between you and him; therefore you have reason to care egoisti-
cally about what will happen to him.” Admittedly, this exploits and no doubt rein-
forces our mistaken belief that it is identity itself that matters; but it is the way of de-
scribing certain situations that involves the least cognitive dissonance, the least
upheaval in our system of concepts and beliefs.

Return now to the case of the person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease. |
have suggested that we revise the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern so that
it implies that this person has reason to be egoistically concerned about the conscious
subject who will exist in association with his body during the later stages of the dis-
ease. But because this conscious subject will not be psychologically continuous with
the person in the early stages, the two must be different individuals, according to the
Psychological Account of Identity. I claimed earlier that this failure of congruence
between the revised account of egoistic concern and the unrevised account of iden-
tity exerts pressure to make a corresponding revision to the latter, for reasons that I
have tried to explain. The necessary revision is quite simple. Instead of holding that
nonbranching psychological continuity (in Parfit’s sense) is the criterion of identity,
the revised Psychological Account would hold that the criterion of identity for a per-
son or other conscious subject is nonbranching broad psychological continuity (that
is, overlapping chains of psychological connectedness, of any degree of strength). On
this view, the person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease would continue to
exist until there was no longer anyone to whom he would be even weakly psycho-
logically connected in the immediate future. When psychological connectedness ter-
minates, the individual ceases to exist.

The revised version of the Psychological Account accepts that the existence of
the person with Alzheimer’s disease extends as far into the future as it is rational for
his egoistic concern to extend, according to the revised version of the Psychological
Account of Egoistic Concern. It also better matches our intuitions about our own sur-
vival and persistence than the unrevised version. Virtually everyone believes that per-
sons who develop Alzheimer’s disease continue to exist at least until the final phases
of the disease, in which the mind disintegrates entirely. The revision also greatly mit-
igates the problem of the post-person—though it does not dispose of it entirely. The
revised account of identity implies that the individual with Alzheimer’s disease con-
tinues to exist as long as there are psychological connections from day to day. When
this ceases to be the case, he ceases to exist. But it is possible that the cessation of
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psychological connectedness from day to day may leave, for a short while, a con-
scious entity—a subject capable, for example, of experiencing pain. Even on the re-
vised Psychological Account, this conscious subject would not be the same individ-
ual as the person who existed in the early stages of the disease. He—or it—is
therefore a post-person, albeit an extremely transient or ephemeral one, who suc-
ceeds the original person in his own body. Let us refer to this merely conscious en-
tity as the “isolated subject.” (Each of us is presumably also preceded by a corre-
spondingly isolated pre-person: a conscious subject that exists in utero prior to the
point at which psychological connections begin to be formed. It is unnecessary to
discuss this parallel problem here.)

This residual commitment to the existence of a post-person seems a minor em-
barrassment for the revised version of the Psychological Account. The critical issue
here, however, concerns what matters. Does the person in the early stages of Alz-
heimer’s disease have reason to be concerned in a egoistic way about the isolated
subject to whom he will not be related even by the weakest strands of psychological
connectedness? I suspect that most people would believe that he does. But this belief,
though probably common, is hard to assess. It may not be a spontaneous deliverance
of one’s sense of what matters but may instead be an inference drawn, perhaps un-
consciously, from the conjunction of the view that we are living organisms and the
belief that identity is what matters.

There is room for reasonable disagreement here. If we think that the person who
develops Alzheimer’s disease has no ground for egoistic concern about what may be-
fall the isolated subject, the revised versions of the Psychological Accounts of Iden-
tity and Egoistic Concern will seem satisfactory despite the necessity of recognizing
the existence of a conscious successor to the person. If, by contrast, we think that the
person could rationally be egoistically concerned about the fate of the isolated sub-
ject, the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern will require further revision.
And it would then be desirable to make a corresponding revision to the Psychologi-
cal Account of Identity in order that it would imply that the isolated subject is the
same individual as the person who initially developed Alzheimer’s disease.

If those who are attracted to the Psychological Account are willing to accept the
revisions I have proposed, they will have to abandon the idea that “person” is a sub-
stance sortal. If, as I suggested earlier, strong psychological continuity is necessary
for personhood and yet we can continue to exist with only a very weak degree of psy-
chological connectedness from day to day, we are not essentially persons. We could
cease to be persons and yet continue to exist. This does not, however, mean that the
revised Psychological Account of Identity cannot count as a theory of personal iden-
tity. As I noted in section 1 of this chapter, the debate about personal identity con-
cerns the conditions for the existence or continued existence of entities of our sort—
whatever sort of thing we may be.

4.5. Replication and Egoistic Concern

I have proposed that we revise both the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern
and the Psychological Account of Identity in such a way that they will better accom-
modate our beliefs about what matters us and about our own survival and persistence
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in cases in which the mental life of a person drops below the threshold for psycho-
logical continuity but in which the person’s brain continues to support a flow of con-
sciousness and mental activity whose constituent mental events are less tightly uni-
fied. My proposed revision is that we recognize that broad psychological continuity
(arelation that admits of degrees and is compounded of overlapping relations of psy-
chological connectedness, of any degree of strength) is a sufficient basis for egoistic
concern and a necessary but not sufficient condition of personal identity. Broad psy-
chological continuity is not sufficient for personal identity because of the possibility
that it could take a branching form. In the subsequent discussion of the Psychologi-
cal Account, I will assume that we have accepted these revisions.

The case of Division is important for a number of reasons. It challenges both the
view that we are cartesian souls and the view that we are identical with our physical
organisms. And it appears to show that identity is not what grounds egoistic concern
about the future. Does it also show that psychological connectedness and broad psy-
chological continuity are the bases of egoistic concern, as the Psychological Account
of Egoistic Concern holds? I believe that it does not. To understand why, consider an-
other example introduced by Parfit. It involves an imaginary device, familiar to read-
ers of science fiction, by which people travel instantaneously over great distances.

Teletransportation. One enters a “scanning booth” and presses a button. The Scan-
ner records information about the exact states and structural relations of all of the
cells in one’s body. This process causes the instantaneous disintegration of one’s
body. The information thus obtained is then transmitted by the speed of light to a
“replicating booth” at some distant location where the Replicator instantly creates,
out of new matter, an exact, cell-for-cell duplicate of one’s original body. The person
who emerges from the replication booth is exactly similar, both physically and psy-
chologically, to oneself as one was when one pressed the button in the scanning booth.

Let us call the person who emerges from the replicating booth the “replica.” Is the
replica the same individual as the person who pressed the button in the scanning
booth? In his book Reasons and Persons, Parfit distinguishes two versions of the Psy-
chological Account of Identity. According to the wide version, the criterion of per-
sonal identity is nonbranching psychological continuity (which we now understand
as broad psychological continuity) with any cause. This version implies that the orig-
inal person and the replica are one and the same individual. Teletransportation is just
a very fast mode of transportation. According to the narrow version, however, the cri-
terion of personal identity is nonbranching psychological continuity with its normal
cause—namely, the functional continuity of the relevant areas of the same brain. On
this version, the replica is a different individual from the original person because he
does not have that person’s brain. Parfit remains agnostic about the choice between
the two versions but is inclined to believe that the narrow version better captures our
intuitions about personal identity.”!

For Parfit, however, the choice is unimportant. It is just a choice between differ-
ent ways of using the words “same person.” What is important is the issue about what
matters, or about egoistic concern. Does the person who enters the scanning booth
have reason to be concerned in an egoistic way about what will happen to the replica?
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Parfit believes that the answer to this question is unequivocal: everything (or virtually
everything) that matters is present in the relation that the original person bears to the
replica. The original person has as much reason to care egoistically about the replica
as an ordinary person has to care about herself on the following day.

Many people share Parfit’s intuition.”” But many others, myself included, do not.
Cases involving replication can be elaborated in ways that bring out or enhance the
intuitive reluctance of many people to accept that what matters is present in the rela-
tion between a person and his replica. Imagine, for example, that an advanced-model
Replicator has been produced that has a scanning mechanism that leaves the original
person entirely undamaged. (When this machine creates a replica, there are then two
qualitatively identical people. If we accept the wide version of the Psychological Ac-
count of Identity, we should accept that neither of these people is the original person;
for on the wide version, this would be a case of Division. If, however, we accept the
narrow version, the person who leaves the scanning booth—and not the replica—is
the original person. For convenience of exposition, I will assume that we accept the
narrow version.) Now consider:

The Suicide Mission. In a time of war, one has been chosen to carry out a military
mission that will involve certain death. Although the operation of the Replicator is
very expensive and has therefore been strictly rationed, one’s superiors have granted
one the privilege of having a replica of oneself made prior to the mission. They will
also allow one to choose, prior to the process of replication, whether one will go on
the mission oneself or whether the replica will be sent. (Because one is a dutiful sol-
dier, one’s replica will be dutiful as well. One knows that if ordered, he will go on
the mission.)

If we were to choose entirely on the basis of what matters to us in an egoistic way,
most of us would choose without hesitation that our replica should be sent on the
mission. Yet, according to the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern, all that
matters in the relation that the original person bears to himself in the future is also
present in the relation that he will bear to his replica. On this view, it should make no
difference to the person, prior to replication, whether it is he himself or his replica
who will be sent on the mission.

Next imagine a further improved Replicator—one that does not even require a
scanning booth but can scan a person’s body for the information necessary for rep-
lication from a considerable distance. This further detail makes the following case
possible.

Multiple Replication. Extortionists, having acquired control of a Replicator, have
obtained one’s cellular blueprint via long-distance scanning. They threaten that, un-
less one transfers all of one’s wealth to them, they will create multiple replicas of
oneself whom they will then torture and kill.

One would probably be willing to pay rather more to prevent the torture of replicas
of oneself than one would to prevent a comparable fate for an equivalent number of
unknown dissidents in a police state. But one would hesitate to pay as much as one
would to prevent this fate from befalling oneself.
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It must be conceded, however, that most of us feel some uncertainty about what
matters in these cases. Our ambivalence emerges in response to the following example.

The Nuclear Attack. One is an employee at the Pentagon, which has a Replicator ca-
pable of transmitting one’s cellular blueprint to a replicating booth in Alaska. One re-
ceives confirmation that a nuclear missile, targeted on the Pentagon, has penetrated
the country’s defenses and will obliterate the entire area within a minute. That is just
enough time to have oneself scanned and for the data to be transmitted to Alaska.

Most of us believe that it would be better to have a replica created in Alaska than to
be obliterated without leaving a replica. But this response is curiously inharmonious
with the reactions that many of us have to the Suicide Mission and the case of Mul-
tiple Replication. It does not seem that our view is that replication would offer part
but not all of what matters, or a partial basis for egoistic concern. And it would be a
mistake to suppose that we have some antecedent sense of what matters but cannot
tell whether replication would provide it. That is, it would be a mistake to regard
replication as a risk or gamble, in the sense that we could not know until after the fact
whether replication had preserved what matters. For there is no uncertainty about
what would happen. In the Nuclear Attack, for example, one knows exactly what
would happen. There is nothing that one’s replica could know or discover that would
be hidden from one prior to replication. Our uncertainty, revealed in our differing re-
sponses to the cases of the Suicide Mission and the Nuclear Attack, is simply an un-
certainty about what matters to us. We can know all of the nonevaluative facts with-
out being certain whether there is a basis for egoistic concern.

Suppose that one is inclined, as I am, to believe that what matters is missing in
replication, so that, for example, one’s concern for one’s replica in the Suicide Mis-
sion would be like one’s concern for someone closely related to oneself rather than
like concern for oneself. Because one would be both directly and strongly psycho-
logically connected and psychologically continuous with one’s replica, these rela-
tions cannot be all that matters. There must be more. What is it?

Parfit’s argument for the claim that psychological connectedness and continuity
are what matter begins with the case of Division. The story he tells in order to illus-
trate the phenomenon of division is the one cited earlier in which a person’s cerebral
hemispheres are surgically separated from each other, detached from the person’s
brainstem, and each separately transplanted into a different decerebrate organism.
Most of us respond to this case in the desired way—that is, we feel that it is natural
and appropriate for the person who faces the prospect of division in this way to care
in an egoistic way about both resulting persons. We feel that he is justified in fearing
each’s suffering, looking forward to each’s pleasures, planning for each’s future, and
so on. Parfit might, however, have illustrated the phenomenon of division in a differ-
ent way. He might have appealed to:

Double Replication. A person steps into one of the earlier-model Replicators and
presses a button, whereupon his body is simultaneously scanned and destroyed,
while two exact replicas are created in adjacent replicating booths.

As in the original case of Division, involving the bisection and double transplantation
of a person’s cerebrum, neither of the replicas would be identical with the person
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who entered the replicating booth. Yet, according to the Psychological Account of
Egoistic Concern, everything that matters is present in the relation that the original
person bears to both replicas. There is, on this view, no relevant difference between
division via double replication and division via hemispheric separation and double
transplantation. Yet, had Parfit presented the phenomenon of division with the ex-
ample involving replication, he would have been unable to persuade many of his
readers to accept his conclusion; for when division occurs by replication, many of us
doubt that the original person has reason to be egoistically concerned about his repli-
cas. Had Parfit used double replication to illustrate the phenomenon of division, we
would have retained our original conviction that it is identity that matters.

To repeat: most of us agree that what matters is present in the relation between
the original person and both of his successors in the case of Division; but many of us
do not find a basis for egoistic concern in the relation between the original person and
his replicas in the case of Double Replication. The difference between the cases is
that, in the case of Division, psychological connectedness and continuity are grounded
in the physical and functional continuity of the parts of the brain in which conscious-
ness and mental activity are realized; whereas, in Double Replication, psychological
connectedness and continuity have a different cause—namely, the replication of the
relevant areas of the brain. This difference appears to matter: it seems to make a dif-
ference whether psychological connectedness and continuity are grounded in the con-
tinued existence and functioning of the relevant areas of the same brain.

4.6. Psychological Connectedness and Continuity

The problem revealed by the comparison between the cases of Division and Double
Replication is traceable to the concepts of psychological connectedness and continu-
ity as they are used in the literature. Let us examine these concepts more closely.

In the literature in which the Psychological Account is developed, the notion of a
psychological connection is defined ostensively—Dby citing instances—as I did ear-
lier. Typical examples are an experience and the memory of it, the “connection . . .
which holds between an intention and the later act in which this intention is carried
out,” and the “connections . . . which hold when a belief, or a desire, or any other psy-
chological feature, continues to be had.””3 As has frequently been observed, however,
an ostensible memory-experience must, to count as a genuine memory, be causally
dependent on the experience of which it is a memory in the normal way. Because of
this, it has often been claimed that memory connections presuppose personal iden-
tity, so that one can remember only one’s own experiences.

To avoid circularity in the statement of the Psychological Account, proponents of
that view have introduced the notion of a quasi-memory. A person is said to have a
quasi-memory of some past experience if (1) the person seems to remember having
the experience, (2) someone did have the experience, and (3) the person’s apparent
memory is causally dependent, in the right sort of way, on that past experience.”* For
many adherents of the theory, the right sort of cause can be any cause. For example,
suppose that a person has a certain experience but later loses the memory of it
through damage to her brain. Later still, under hypnosis, she has the experience de-
scribed to her in detail from the point of view of one having the experience, with the
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suggestion that she has had this experience. Or suppose, alternatively, that a neuro-
scientist is able to remove the damaged tissues from her brain and graft a close
replica of the tissues prior to their being damaged into the same area of her brain.
After either process she will have what she believes to be a memory of the experi-
ence, and indeed the apparent memory she will have may be subjectively indistin-
guishable from her original genuine memory. She may therefore have a reasonably
accurate quasi-memory of the experience.

According to the Psychological Account, the relation between an experience and
a quasi-memory of it counts as a psychological connection. This is important, for it
enables the theorist to treat the relation between a person’s experience and his
replica’s quasi-memory of it as a psychological connection.

A parallel assumption has to be made about a person’s belief and the correspon-
ding belief that is later held by his replica. The Psychological Account assumes that
these two beliefs establish a psychological connection, despite the fact that this is not
a case in which the same belief “continues to be had”—for the replica’s belief is a
different belief, despite its being qualitatively identical to the earlier belief of the
original person. Similar assumptions, of course, have to be made with respect to de-
sires, dispositions, and other psychological states.

The concept of a psychological connection that accommodates these assump-
tions is usually held to set two criteria that a later mental state must satisfy in order
to form a psychological connection with an earlier mental state. One is that the later
state must be causally dependent on the earlier one. The other is that the later state
must have the phenomenological character and behavioral consequences appropriate
for a normal successor state. The characterization of what is appropriate may differ
from one type of psychological state to another. For example, a memory must in
some way be a representation of the original experience, while a desire must have the
same motivational force when conjoined with certain relevant beliefs, and so on. The
precise characterization in each case is a difficult issue in the philosophy of mind that
I will not go into here. I will use the general term “qualitative similarity” to express
this second requirement. Thus the usual view is that, for example, a later belief forms
a psychological connection with an earlier one if the later one is qualitatively similar
to and causally dependent on the earlier one.

It seems, however, that the requirement of causal dependency is otiose. Does it
really matter that the hypnotist should know about the woman’s experience and try to
induce in her a state resembling that which she would have had if not for the brain
damage? Suppose instead that the hypnotist induces the same state in her without try-
ing to duplicate her lost memory and without even knowing of her former experience.
His duplication of her memory-experience is quite fortuitous. Or suppose that the
same extraordinary coincidence occurs with the brain graft: the tissue that the sur-
geon grafts onto her brain duplicates the original state of the damaged tissue quite by
accident. In either case, the woman’s later apparent memory would not be causally
dependent on her earlier experience. Should we nonetheless say that she quasi-
remembers her earlier experience?

I believe that those who defend the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern
should recognize relations between earlier and later psychological states that are
qualitatively identical as constituting psychological connections even in the absence
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of any causal relations between the states. For if the nature of the causal relation be-
tween an earlier state and a later state does not matter, it is hard to see why it should
matter whether there is a causal relation at all. To make this claim intuitively clearer,
compare the earlier case of Teletransportation with the following case.

Unintended Replication. A person dies. Immediately thereafter, the operators of a
Replicator program the machine to create a person that they believe would not be a
replica of any actual person. But, by an improbable coincidence, the brain and body
of the person created in the replicating booth are exact cell-for-cell duplicates of the
brain and body of the person who has just died.

According to Parfit and other proponents of the Psychological Account of Egoistic
Concern, what matters is present in the relation between the person and his replica in
Teletransportation. And it is very hard to believe that, while what matters is present
in that case, it is absent in Unintended Replication. For the only difference is that, be-
cause the replication is intended in Teletransportation, the existence of the replica is
causally dependent on the existence of the original person, whereas the existence of
the replica is not causally dependent on the existence of the original person in Unin-
tended Replication. But if what matters is present in the relation between the original
person and his replica in Unintended Replication, proponents of the Psychological
Account of Egoistic Concern seem committed to accepting that the original person’s
psychological states form psychological connections with those of the replica even
though the latter are not causally dependent on the former. If that is right, causation
is not a necessary feature of a psychological connection.

This leaves the requirement of qualitative similarity between an earlier and a later
psychological state as all that is necessary in order for the two to form a psychologi-
cal connection. This, however, may lead to an implausible proliferation of psycho-
logical connections. Suppose, for example, that you and I witness the same event
from almost the exact same point of view. Years later I remember this event. If my
memory-experience is sufficiently qualitatively similar to yours, it would seem to es-
tablish a psychological connection not only with my experience of the event but with
yours as well.

This suggests a further a problem. How close does the resemblance between an
earlier and a later mental state have to be in order for the two of them to constitute a
psychological connection? Ordinarily we grant that the divergence between two
states can be fairly great. A memory may be an extremely blurry or inexact represen-
tation of the original experience and still count as a memory. Indeed, a memory may
become increasingly blurry over time and still remain the same memory. If we grant
a comparable latitude in establishing quasi-memories, while at the same time dis-
pensing with the requirement of causal dependency, it seems that psychological con-
nections across different lives will be abundant.

This phenomenon would be particularly pronounced in the case of dicephalic
twins. Dicephalic twins necessarily go to the same places and for the most part see
and hear the same things from virtually the same point of view. Suppose that they
read the same books together and so on. Each twin will therefore be quite closely
psychologically connected with the other as she was in the recent past. According to
the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern, what matters in the life of each twin
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will therefore be present to a substantial degree in each’s relation to the other. If one
were going to die (that is, if one twin’s brainstem and cerebrum were going to be de-
stroyed and the functions of that brainstem were going to be taken over by the
other’s), she could console herself with the thought that much of what matters is
present in the relation she bears to her twin in the future.

This is an extreme example of a phenomenon that, if we accept that qualitative
similarity is all that is necessary for mental states at different times to form a psycho-
logical connection, will be quite pervasive in ordinary life: namely, psychological
connections across different lives. Given these assumptions, moreover, the Psycho-
logical Account of Egoistic Concern (even the original, unrevised version) will imply
that there are numerous actual cases (of which dicephalic twins would be only one
clear and obvious instance) in which it is appropriate for one person to be concerned
in an egoistic way about what happens to another. Most of us believe, however, that
this conclusion would involve an excessive blurring of the boundaries between lives.

This problem arises from the liberality of the Psychological Account of Egoistic
Concern in what it is willing to recognize as a psychological connection. The prob-
lem is not, however, with the general notion of quasi-memory, or any other quasi-
states. If we grant for the sake of argument that it is indeed a conceptual truth that one
can remember only one’s own experiences, the notion of a quasi-memory is a useful
one. Suppose that one of the memory traces from my brain is grafted onto your brain
in such a way that it becomes accessible to your consciousness. This seems to be a
case in which one and the same psychological state is experienced first by me and
then by you. The two experiences are different manifestations of the same psycho-
logical state. If it is a conceptual truth that this state cannot be a genuine memory in
its new home, we can call it a quasi-memory. There is clearly a real, albeit deviant,
psychological connection between my earlier experience and your quasi-memory. So
we may grant that some quasi-psychological states can be elements in genuine psy-
chological connections. There can, in short, be a genuine psychological connection
between an earlier mental state and a later one even when the person who has the
later state is not same individual as the person who had the earlier one.

But many quasi-memories and other psychological states that are qualitatively
similar to earlier states that may have been had by a different person are not like this.
In cases involving replication, for example, one’s replica has quasi-memories of
one’s experiences. But the replica’s psychological states are not one’s own states at a
later time. They are merely duplicates of one’s earlier states. (We should note that the
wide version of the Psychological Account may deny this. It implies that, if the orig-
inal person is destroyed and only one replica is then produced, the replica’s psycho-
logical states are the person’s states at a later time. For on this view, the replica is that
person, so that his states must be that person’s own states.)

Does the replica’s belief that 2 + 2 = 4 form a psychological connection with
one’s own earlier belief that 2 + 2 = 4, despite the fact that the two beliefs are not ear-
lier and later manifestations of the same (i.e., numerically identical) belief? It does,
according to the notion of a psychological connection employed by those who accept
the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern. For if psychological connectedness
and continuity are what matters, and what matters is present in one’s relation to one’s
replica, there must be psychological connections between oneself and one’s replica.
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But to many of us, this is the point at which the Psychological Account of Egoistic
Concern seems to go wrong. For one psychological state to establish a psychological
connection with another, more is required than that the later one should be qualita-
tively similar to and causally dependent on the earlier one. Your later belief that 2 + 2
= 4 may be qualitatively identical to mine and may have been caused by it (if I taught
you arithmetic), but that seems insufficient to make your belief a continuation of
mine. There is no genuine psychological connection here at all. As we have seen,
moreover, this conception’s requirement of causal dependency seems incompatible
with the intuitions that underlie the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern. But
its abandonment seems to lead to a proliferation of psychological connections across
lives in the actual world, so that the account then has the implausible implication that
what matters in an egoistic way is present to varying degrees in our relations with
others even now.

‘We may concede that there would be psychological connections between you and
me if parts of my brain containing memories and other elements of my mental life
were excised and grafted onto your brain. And we might concede, further, that if
enough such matter were going to be transplanted from my brain to yours, I would
have grounds, although relatively weak ones, for being concerned in an egoistic
way about what would later happen to you. But many of us doubt that the mere repli-
cation of a mental state establishes a psychological connection or that pseudo-
connections established via replication would constitute a basis for egoistic concern.
If we are to accept that psychological connectedness is part of what matters, we
might therefore insist on a concept of a psychological connection according to which
an earlier and a later psychological state form a psychological connection only if the
two are qualitatively similar and the later state is causally dependent on the earlier
one in the right way. And, we might further insist, there is the right sort of causal de-
pendency only if there is continuity between the physical realization of the earlier
state and the physical realization of the later state—that is, only if the states are con-
stituted or generated by the same region of the same brain.

To distinguish this narrower conception of a psychological connection from the
more familiar conception, I will use the tendentious label, real psychological con-
nection. With this notion as the basic element, one can go on to formulate correspon-
ding conceptions of real psychological connectedness, broad real psychological con-
tinuity, and so on.

I noted earlier that Parfit distinguishes between a narrow and a wide version of
the Psychological Account of Identity. The narrow version insists that psychological
continuity should have its normal cause: the continued existence and functioning of
enough of the same brain. Because it denies that one could survive as a replica of
oneself, the narrow version seems to many of us to match our beliefs about personal
identity better than the wide version. If, as I suggested earlier, there is a presumption
that our account of identity and our account of the reach of egoistic concern should
coincide to the greatest degree possible, we should expect that a correspondingly nar-
row version of the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern would better capture
our beliefs about what matters than the standard version. The notion of a real psy-
chological connection enables us to formulate this narrow version. According to this
version, psychological connectedness or broad psychological continuity provides a
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basis for egoistic concern if the psychological connections that are constitutive of
these relations are real psychological connections—that is, if connectedness and
continuity are sustained by the continued existence and functioning of the brain tis-
sues in which the original states were realized.

This narrow version of the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern is doubly
revised. It is more restrictive than the original version in that it insists that only those
relations compounded out of real psychological connections provide a basis for ego-
istic concern. But it is in another respect less restrictive, in that it accepts that not only
psychological continuity in Parfit’s sense but broad psychological continuity of any
degree of strength provides some basis for egoistic concern.

For many of us, the implications of this doubly revised version match our intu-
itions about what matters more closely than those of the original. This version im-
plies, for example, that a person facing a prospect of progressive dementia has reason
to be egoistically concerned about what will happen to him (or to his body, if our ac-
count of personal identity diverges here from our account of egoistic concern) until
his mind reaches the stage of deterioration at which it will not be psychologically
connected to any mental states in the near future. It also distinguishes sharply be-
tween the cases of Division and Double Replication. Because there is real psycho-
logical connectedness and continuity in the case of Division, one has reason to be
strongly egoistically concerned about both of one’s successors; but there is no basis
for egoistic concern in Double Replication because one’s relations with one’s repli-
cas will be compounded entirely out of pseudo-psychological connections.

It has to be recognized, however, that different people’s intuitions conflict about
what matters in these cases. Some people may continue to believe that we are essen-
tially persons. They may think it a mistake to suppose that a person in the early stages
of Alzheimer’s disease could have reason to be egoistically concerned about what
would happen to his body in the later phases of the disease. I suspect, however, that
this intuition is comparatively rare. Most people would find my initial revision to the
Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern persuasive. But there are many people,
including Parfit and a number of other philosophers, who find it plausible, or even
compelling, to suppose that psychological connectedness and continuity provide a
basis for egoistic concern even in the absence of their normal cause—that is, even in
the absence of the continued existence or functioning of the relevant areas of the
same brain. I am uncertain about how one would even argue about this conflict of in-
tuitions and I am therefore reluctant to claim that it is a mistake to suppose that one
can have grounds for egoistic concern about the future in the absence of the contin-
ued existence of one’s brain. Either version—wide or narrow—seems acceptable.

Given that our principal concerns in this book are ethical, these are reasonably
agreeable conclusions. The first revision to the Psychological Account of Egoistic
Concern that I have proposed has extensive and important prudential and moral im-
plications. It is, for example, a significant matter whether a person in the early stages
of Alzheimer’s disease has grounds for egoistic concern about what will happen to
his body in the later stages. But my revision of this aspect of the account is widely
compelling. This revision has considerable practical significance, but it is also intu-
itively secure.
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The second proposed revision—the suggested move from the original to the nar-
row version—is intuitively less secure; but it is also less significant. It might seem,
indeed, that the difference between the narrow and the wide versions of the Psycho-
logical Account of Egoistic Concern shows up only in hypothetical examples involv-
ing replication, and hence is altogether irrelevant to prudential rationality and ethics.
That will be true, however, only if we define a psychological connection in such a
way that the later state must be causally dependent on the earlier one. If our concept
of a psychological connection contains this causal requirement, there will in practice
be no psychological connections across different lives and the wide and narrow ver-
sions of the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern will coincide in all actual
cases. The problem is that those whose intuitions are best captured by the wide ver-
sion will want to claim that what matters is present in the case of Unintended Repli-
cation; but they cannot do so if the causal requirement is retained as part of the con-
cept of a psychological connection. They therefore appear to face a dilemma: if they
insist that the causal requirement is an essential element in the concept of a psycho-
logical connection, they will be unable to defend their intuition about the case of Un-
intended Replication; but if they jettison the causal requirement, they will apparently
be committed to recognizing the existence of direct psychological connections, and
therefore grounds for egoistic concern, between different lives in the actual world.

This may not be a serious problem. Even if the wide version is based on a con-
cept of a psychological connection that does not include a requirement of causal de-
pendency, the divergence between that version’s implications for the actual world
and those of the narrow version may be negligible. Even if we dispense with the re-
quirement of causal dependency, the psychological connections between a person at
one time and a different person at a later time would seldom if ever be very extensive;
therefore the grounds that one person might have for egoistic concern about the fu-
ture life of another would never be sufficiently significant to be of practical relevance.
If that is right, it should not matter, where ethics is concerned, whether we accept the
narrow or the wide version of the Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern.

There is, however, one further worry that applies to both versions. Recall that, as
Alzheimer’s disease progresses, it gradually destroys the neurological basis of a per-
son’s mental life until the psychological states generated by the person’s brain cease
to form psychological connections from day to day. All versions of the Psychologi-
cal Account of Egoistic Concern imply that the person in the early stages of the dis-
ease has no grounds for egoistic concern about what happens after that point (and the
corresponding versions of the Psychological Account of Identity imply that the per-
son will have ceased to exist by that time). But the person’s brain may continue to
generate conscious states even after that point. Earlier I suggested that we refer to the
conscious entity that remains after the flow of consciousness ceases to be psycholog-
ically connected over time as the “isolated subject.” Many people believe that it
would be rational for the person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease to be ego-
istically concerned about what might later happen to the isolated subject. If, for ex-
ample, it were a feature of Alzheimer’s disease that there were often episodes of great
pain in the very final stages, this would strike most of us as an additional reason for
dreading the disease.
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The problem of the isolated subject is an instance drawn from real life of a prob-
lem noticed in the earlier literature on personal identity. In a seminal paper, Bernard
Williams presented the following case:

Deprogramming. A mad scientist has developed a device that can erase all of the
features of one’s mental life that are elements in psychological connections—tfor
example, memories, beliefs, desires, intentions, and so on. The device can also re-
program one’s brain with an entirely new set of psychological characteristics. The
process of deprogramming and reprogramming does not, moreover, require any in-
terruption of the flow of consciousness. The scientist announces that he intends to
deprogram one’s brain and then to torture one’s body.

Williams expects that most of us, if faced with the scientist’s threat, would fear not
only the deprogramming itself but also the torture that would follow it. But because
there would be no direct psychological connections and no degree of broad psycho-
logical continuity between oneself prior to deprogramming and the conscious entity
who would exist in association with one’s body afterward, all the versions of the Psy-
chological Account of Egoistic Concern agree that, prior to the deprogramming, one
could have no basis for egoistic concern about the subsequent torture of one’s body.

Our intuition that what matters would survive the process of deprogramming is
perhaps stronger than the belief that the person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s dis-
ease has reason to care egoistically about the isolated subject. This is because the dis-
continuity caused by Alzheimer’s disease is more radical than that caused by depro-
gramming, even though it is less abrupt. In Alzheimer’s disease, not only is there an
eventual end of psychological connectedness even over short periods, but there is
also an extensive loss of basic psychological capacities. Still, the intuition that what
matters is present throughout the progress of Alzheimer’s disease, at least until the
victim loses the capacity for consciousness, is fairly robust. And because Alzheimer’s
disease and other conditions that involve progressive dementia are relatively common,
it really matters what matters in these cases. If even the doubly revised version of the
Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern cannot accommodate our intuitions about
what matters in these cases, perhaps we should explore alternative accounts.

5. THE EMBODIED MIND ACCOUNT

5.1. The Embodied Mind Account of Identity

What is the basis of egoistic concern about the future? Cases involving replication
suggest, at least to many of us, that neither psychological connectedness nor even
broad psychological continuity provides a foundation for egoistic concern unless it is
compounded from real psychological connections—that is, psychological connec-
tions grounded in continuity of the physical bases of the constituent psychological
states. Only if psychological connectedness and continuity are “real” do they provide
a basis for egoistic concern. (And even real psychological connectedness may not, by
itself, be a sufficient basis for egoistic concern, as I will suggest in section 5.3 of this
chapter.) But cases involving deprogramming or progressive dementia suggest that
neither real psychological connectedness nor real psychological continuity is neces-
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sary for egoistic concern. A person in the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease has rea-
son to be egoistically concerned about what may happen to his body even in the final
phases in which the mental life associated with his body will no longer be even
weakly psychologically connected from day to day.

Consideration of these various cases suggests that what matters, or what provides
the basis for egoistic concern about the future, is continuity or sameness of con-
sciousness—continuity, in my case for example, of this consciousness. Of course,
what is required is not continuous consciousness—one does not have to remain per-
petually awake—but continuity of the capacity for consciousness, so that the re-
newed appearance of conscious states following a period of unconsciousness is al-
ways the reappearance of the same consciousness, or the same mind.

How are we to understand the intuitive notion of sameness of consciousness?
Some have contended that this notion presupposes personal identity: a particular field
of consciousness at one time is the same consciousness as a certain field of con-
sciousness at another time if and only if all the various conscious states are states of
one and the same person. But because we are seeking an account of personal identity
as well as an understanding of what matters, and also because we are assuming that
identity is not what matters, it is clearly undesirable to rest our account of what mat-
ters on an unanalyzed conception of personal identity.

The notion of the “same consciousness” is equivalent to the notion of the same
mind. And one can, it seems, give an account of this latter notion that does not pre-
suppose personal identity. A mind, it seems, is individuated by reference to its phys-
ical embodiment, just as an individual mental state is. Just as a particular memory
(for example) continues to exist only if the tissues of the brain in which it is realized
continue to exist in a potentially functional state, so a particular mind continues to
exist only if enough of the brain in which it is realized continues to exist in a func-
tional or potentially functional state. The continued existence and functioning of the
same brain is, however, only a necessary condition of the continued existence of the
same mind. For it seems possible, at least in principle, for a single brain to support
the existence of two different minds, either serially or even simultaneously. I will re-
turn to these possibilities in section 5.4 of this chapter. What I think can be asserted
with some confidence is that, if a single mind has hitherto been realized in certain re-
gions of a single brain, the undivided survival and continued, self-sufficient, func-
tional integrity of those specific regions is both a necessary and sufficient condition
of the continued existence of the same mind.

(What is important is the continuation of the same consciousness. But not all
parts of the brain are involved in the generation of consciousness. The areas of the
brain whose survival and functional integrity are important are those areas, which-
ever they may be, in which consciousness is directly realized. Henceforth when I
refer to “the brain” while discussing the basis for egoistic concern and the criterion
of personal identity, this should in general be understood to be shorthand for “those
regions of the brain in which consciousness is realized.”)

I suggest that the basis for an individual’s egoistic concern about the future—that
which is both necessary and sufficient for rational egoistic concern—is the physical
and functional continuity of enough of those areas of the individual’s brain in which
consciousness is realized to preserve the capacity to support consciousness or men-
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tal activity. Usually the functional continuity of these areas of the brain involves broad
psychological continuity, but in the very earliest phases of an individual’s life and in
some instances near the end, the same mind or consciousness persists in the absence
of any degree of psychological connectedness from day to day. And as we have seen,
what matters may be present in these cases, at least to some minimal degree.

Earlier I proposed that we should seek the closest congruence possible between
our understanding of the basis of egoistic concern and our account of personal iden-
tity. We should therefore seek to determine what account of personal identity best co-
incides with the understanding of egoistic concern that has emerged from our review
of the various cases. As a first approximation (which I will subsequently qualify and
refine), I suggest that the corresponding criterion of personal identity is the continued
existence and functioning, in nonbranching form, of enough of the same brain to be
capable of generating consciousness or mental activity. This criterion stresses the
survival of one’s basic psychological capacities, in particular the capacity for con-
sciousness. It does not require continuity of any of the particular contents of one’s
mental life. This allows that one may survive the deprogramming of one’s brain and
that one continues to exist throughout the progress of Alzheimer’s disease, until the
disease destroys one’s capacity for consciousness.

As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, different criteria of personal identity
over time correspond to different conceptions of what kind of entity we essentially are.
The criterion that I have sketched corresponds to the view that we are essentially em-
bodied minds. Let us therefore call this account of personal identity the Embodied
Mind Account.” Tt parallels what we may call, more cumbersomely, the Embodied
Mind Account of Egoistic Concern.

In order to clarify the nature of the Embodied Mind Account and to differentiate
it from other accounts, it will help to distinguish three forms of continuity of the
brain. Physical continuity of an organ such as the brain requires either the continued
existence of the same constituent matter or the gradual, incremental replacement of
the constituent matter over time. The cells in the skin, for example, undergo a con-
tinuous process of replacement that is compatible with physical continuity. By con-
trast, the cells in most areas of the brain are not subject to replacement. But they might
have been. Our concept of physical continuity is in principle hospitable to the possi-
bility that the same brain could continue to exist throughout a gradual process of cel-
lular turnover comparable to that which takes place in other organs (a possibility to
which I will shortly return). Functional continuity involves the retention of the brain’s
basic psychological capacities. And, finally, organizational or structural continuity
involves the preservation of those configurations of tissue that underlie the connec-
tions and continuities among the confents of an individual’s mental life over time.

Do these concepts allow for the possibility of functional or organizational conti-
nuity in the absence of physical continuity? I suspect that, as these terms are used in
ordinary language, functional and organizational continuity presuppose physical con-
tinuity. But I will use these terms in a different way. I will assume that, as long as cer-
tain functions or patterns of organization are preserved, there will be functional or or-
ganizational continuity even if the relevant functions or patterns or organization are
not preserved in the same matter. So, for example, one may say that there is functional
and organizational continuity of the brain when a person is replicated (as in Teletrans-
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portation), even though there is no physical continuity at all—that is, even though the
relevant functions and patterns of organization are not preserved in the same brain.

According to the Embodied Mind Account, the criterion of personal identity is
physical and minimal functional continuity of the brain. This distinguishes it from
other accounts that include organizational continuity in the criterion of personal
identity. Michael Lockwood, for example, argues that the mistake of the Psycholog-
ical Account is to “define personal identity . . . in terms of . . . discernible continu-
ities” among mental states. “For our ordinary concept of identity through time of a
human being is not of something that is constituted by these discernible continuities,
but as something that underlies these continuities and accounts for them—something
of which these discernible continuities are merely a manifestation. . . . [W]hat un-
derlies the discernible continuities of memory and personality is a continuity of
physical organization within some part or parts of a living human brain persisting
through time.””® On this view, one could not survive deprogramming. Thus Lock-
wood notes that deprogramming followed by reprogramming “would effect too radi-
cal a discontinuity of organisation in the parts of [the brain] that subserved mental
functioning.””” This also appears to be the view of Michael B. Green and Daniel Wik-
ler, who write that personal identity requires “continuity of certain brain processes,
carried out through microstructural and microfunctional registrations in the brain
tissue,” and that the relevant processes are those that “normally underlie . . . psycho-
logical continuity and connectedness.””® Accounts such as these, which insist on the
preservation of some form of psychological continuity, are instances of the narrow
Psychological Account of Identity.

In order to match the intuitions that many of us have about the necessary and suf-
ficient conditions for the rationality of egoistic concern, our account of personal
identity must focus, as these authors insist, not on the superficial continuities of men-
tal life but on that which underlies and sustains them. I differ from these authors pri-
marily in thinking that identity requires less structural or organizational continuity in
the brain than they believe is necessary. While they believe that identity requires suf-
ficient structural continuity to preserve certain continuities in the content of an indi-
vidual’s mental life, I believe that there need be only enough physical and functional
continuity to preserve certain basic psychological capacities, particularly the capac-
ity for consciousness. This, I believe, is a sufficient basis for egoistic concern; it
should, therefore, be a sufficient basis for identity, other things being equal.

5.2. The Basis for Egoistic Concern

Return now to the problem of egoistic concern. The Embodied Mind Account insists
that physical but not organizational continuity of the brain is necessary in order for
egoistic concern to be rational. The Psychological Account of Egoistic Concern, by
contrast, insists that organizational but not physical continuity is necessary—that is,
it insists on the preservation of certain patterns of organization in the bases of men-
tal life but denies that these patterns require continuous realization in the same phys-
ical matter. Thus, as I noted in section 4.5 of this chapter, the Psychological Account
of Egoistic Concern holds that what matters is preserved in cases of replication. But
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most people intuitively doubt that this is so. Most of us believe that physical conti-
nuity of the brain is necessary.

It will be helpful at this point to reconsider the importance of physical continuity.
Parfit has developed a challenge to the significance of physical continuity that takes
the argument deeper than the appeal to superficial intuitions about replication. Con-
sideration of this challenge will then lead naturally to a fuller consideration of the rel-
evance of organizational continuity to the rationality of egoistic concern.

Parfit’s challenge seeks to undermine the importance of physical continuity by
showing how slight a difference there is, in certain cases, between there being and
there not being physical continuity of the brain. He invites us to consider a pair of
cases, both involving the replacement of the various parts of a brain with exact du-
plicates. “Suppose,” Parfit writes, “that I need surgery. All of my brain cells have a
defect which, in time, would be fatal. But a surgeon can replace all these cells. He can
insert new cells that are exact replicas of the existing cells except that they have no
defect. We can distinguish two cases.”

In Case One, the surgeon performs a hundred operations. In each of these, he re-
moves a hundredth part of my brain, and inserts a replica of this part.

In Case To, the surgeon follows a different procedure. He first removes all of the
parts of my brain, and then inserts all of their replicas.”

Parfit concedes that his brain would survive in Case One but not in Case Two. But he
argues that the difference between the two cases can be seen, upon reflection, to be
trivial. “The difference between the cases,” he writes, “is merely . . . a difference in the
ordering of removals and insertions. In Case One, the surgeon alternates between re-
moving and inserting. In Case Two he does all the removing before all the inserting.
Can this,” he asks, “be the difference between life and death? . . . Can it be so impor-
tant, for my survival, whether the new parts are, for a time, joined to the old parts?”

Parfit’s own intuitive response to this case is firm: “I cannot believe that what
would matter for my survival is whether, over some period, the replicas of parts of
my brain would be inserted in one of these two ways.”®' Because in both cases psy-
chological continuity (in his sense, which does not require what I have called “real”
psychological connections) would be preserved, he believes that what matters would
be present in both cases. Again, however, I suspect that most people’s intuitions are
different. For most people, just as there would be no basis for egoistic concern about
a replica of oneself, so there would be no basis for egoistic concern about a person
who would have a replica of one’s entire brain, even if that person would have the rest
of one’s body. By contrast, one’s grounds for egoistic concern about oneself tomor-
row would not be seriously compromised by the loss of one one-hundredth of one’s
brain today—provided, of course, that the remaining ninety-nine one-hundredths
would retain the capacity to support consciousness and mental activity. And this is, if
anything, even more obviously true if the one-hundredth part that would be lost
would be replaced by an exact duplicate. Furthermore, if one’s grounds for egoistic
concern about the future would not be substantially affected if this process were to
happen once, it seems that they would also not be undermined if the process were re-
peated at infrequent intervals.
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In short, to many of us, myself included, it does not seem arbitrary to suppose
that the difference between Case One and Case Two is crucial to whether there is a
basis for egoistic concern. Yet, as Parfit shows, that difference can be described in a
way that makes it odd to suppose that it could be important. And Parfit himself, re-
flecting on the difference in this light, finds it trivial. What are we to make of this in-
tuitive disagreement? Is Parfit mistaken? Are those whose intuitions differ from his
mistaken? Or are both understandings of what matters tenable, so that it could be rea-
sonable for Parfit to believe that the all-at-once replacement of his brain would be as
good as ordinary survival though it would also be reasonable for me to believe that it
would be as bad as ordinary death? It would, I think, be a mistake to embrace the rela-
tivist view that whatever a person believes to be the basis for egoistic concern is in fact
anecessary and sufficient basis for egoistic concern for that person. But perhaps there
is a limited range of defensible views, none of which can be shown to be more rea-
sonable than the others. If so, I suggest that both Parfit’s Psychological Account of
Egoistic Concern (provided that it is based on the broad concept of psychological con-
tinuity) and the Embodied Mind Account of Egoistic Concern are within that range.

There is, however, more that can be said about Cases One and Two. For those
who accept the Embodied Mind Account of Egoistic Concern, it matters how long
the intervals are between the replacements in Case One. If, for example, fifty re-
placements were carried out each day, at intervals of fifteen minutes, over a period of
two days, it seems highly doubtful, even on the Embodied Mind Account of Egoistic
Concern, that what matters would be preserved. The turnover would be too rapid for
there to be physical continuity of the relevant areas of the brain. If, however, the se-
ries of replacements were very gradual—for example, one replacement every six
months over a period of fifty years—it seems compelling both that there would be
continuity of the relevant areas of Parfit’s brain and that Parfit’s grounds for egoistic
concern about the future would, at each point, be preserved. There would be physical
continuity, despite the replacements, because our understanding of the continued ex-
istence of a physical object normally tolerates a replacement of the object’s con-
stituent elements or parts, provided that no one of the parts is essential to the exis-
tence of the whole and that the turnover is sufficiently gradual that each new tissue
would coexist for a significant period of time with substantially greater amounts of
older matter.

There is a spectrum of possible cases between Case One and Case Two. (The par-
allel with Parfit’s well-known Physical Spectrum will be obvious, the main differ-
ence being that, in the spectrum between Cases One and Two, the variable is not the
amount of the brain that is ultimately replaced by duplicate matter but the length of
the interval between the replacements.)®? Consideration of this spectrum may help to
elucidate the Embodied Mind Account of Egoistic Concern. At one end of the spec-
trum—Case Two—the replacement of the matter of Parfit’s brain occurs all at once.
At the other end of the spectrum—Case One—the replacement is carried out in a
hundred operations spread out at equal intervals over a period of fifty years. In most
cases along the spectrum, it seems plausible to suppose that what matters is pre-
served. But as we approach Case Two, it becomes less clear that Parfit would have
egoistic reason at the beginning of the process to care about the person who would
exist at the end. Suppose, for example, that Parfit’s surgeon were to replace one one-
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hundredth part of his brain twice a day for fifty days. Is there physical continuity of
the brain in this case? I suspect that there is no right answer to this question. It is sim-
ply indeterminate whether, at the end of the fifty-day period, there is the same brain
that there was at the beginning. Those whose intuitions are best captured by the Em-
bodied Mind Account of Egoistic Concern may therefore find that it is also indeter-
minate whether Parfit has reason at the beginning of the process of replacement to be
egoistically concerned about the person who will exist at the end. In the region of the
spectrum between the area of indeterminacy and Case Two, the rate of turnover is too
great to be compatible with physical continuity.

(There are other spectra that might be invoked to illustrate the same point. Instead
of a spectrum with a fixed proportion of the brain being replaced with a duplicate at
varying intervals, there might be a spectrum with a fixed interval between replace-
ments but varying amounts of the brain replaced at each operation. Or there might be
a spectrum in which both the amount of the brain replaced and the interval between
replacements would vary. In this spectrum, the greater the proportion of the matter
that is replaced at each operation and the shorter the intervals between operations, the
less likely it is that what matters will be preserved—if physical continuity of the
brain is part of what matters.)

The cases in this spectrum raise an important question. Between Case One and
the region of indeterminacy, there is a range of cases in which there is decreasing
physical continuity but always enough to make it rational for one at the beginning
of the process to be at least minimally egoistically concerned about oneself at the
end. The question is whether the degree of one’s egoistic concern may rationally vary
with the degree of physical continuity or whether the grounds for egoistic concern
are equal in strength in the range of cases between Case One and the region of inde-
terminacy. What makes this range of the spectrum a useful test for the importance of
physical continuity is that, while the cases involve differing degrees of physical con-
tinuity, there is nevertheless full functional and organizational continuity in each case
within the range.

As we saw earlier, Parfit argues that “it can be rational to care less, when one of
the grounds for caring will hold to a lesser degree.”®® I have suggested that physical
continuity of those areas of the brain in which consciousness is realized is part of the
basis for egoistic concern (in that a certain degree of physical continuity is a neces-
sary condition of rational egoistic concern). In the spectrum of cases we are consid-
ering, physical continuity of the brain is a matter of degree: there is greater physical
continuity in the cases nearer to Case One, in which the intervals between replace-
ments are longest. In the cases in this spectrum, therefore, the degree to which one is
egoistically concerned at the beginning of the process of replacement about oneself
at the end may rationally vary with the degree of physical continuity between one’s
brain at the beginning and the end of the process.

This conclusion depends on two claims: the claim that physical continuity is part
of what matters and Parfit’s claim that egoistic concern may rationally vary with the
strength of the prudential unity relations. Some people, considering this spectrum of
cases, will find it intuitively plausible to suppose that one has equal reason in each
case to be egoistically concerned about oneself in the future. If that is one’s reaction,
one may decide to reject one or both of the claims just cited.
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The cases in this spectrum have no analogues in the world as it is. Areas of the
brain cannot in fact be replaced by duplicates; hence there are no actual cases in
which there is full functional and organizational continuity in the brain but in which
there are also varying degrees of physical continuity. The cases in the spectrum are,
in a sense, irrelevant in practical terms. But there are, of course, actual cases involv-
ing diminished physical continuity of the brain. In the most obvious of these types of
case, diminished physical continuity is not the result of the replacement of cerebral
tissue but of the loss of cerebral tissue. In Alzheimer’s disease, for example, cerebral
tissues atrophy and die; the brain shrinks. (There is also physical discontinuity be-
tween the earlier and later phases of brain growth. I will consider this other form of
discontinuity in section 6.1 of chapter 2.)

We can imagine a spectrum of cases involving decreasing physical continuity in
the brain as a result of the loss of cerebral tissues. At one end would be a case in-
volving the loss of a single neuron; at the other, a case in which both hemispheres are
utterly destroyed. Somewhere in the middle there would be a range of losses—Iosses
of different areas—that would be just beyond the maximum loss compatible with the
retention of the capacity for consciousness. Between the case in which a single neu-
ron is lost and this range of cases at which the capacity for consciousness is lost al-
together, there is a subspectrum of cases in which enough of the brain survives to be
capable of supporting consciousness. But along this subspectrum, there is decreasing
physical continuity. And because this physical discontinuity is the result of the loss
or death of living tissues, it causes or entails an increasing diminution of functional
and organizational continuity as well. As we move along the subspectrum in the di-
rection of increasing physical discontinuity, there is increasing loss of psychological
capacity as well as decreased psychological connectedness and continuity.

The cases along this subspectrum involving decreasing physical, functional, and
organizational continuity of the brain are all distressingly familiar in actual life. Most
points along the spectrum presumably correspond to some actual form of brain dam-
age. And persons suffering from progressive dementia may exemplify one case after
another as they descend grimly along the path to oblivion.

It is instructive to compare the cases in this subspectrum with the corresponding
cases in the previous spectrum. In that spectrum of hypothetical cases, there is de-
creasing physical continuity from case to case (because the intervals between re-
placements by duplicate tissues are increasingly frequent), but functional and orga-
nizational continuity remain constant. In the subspectrum, by contrast, decreasing
physical continuity is accompanied by decreasing functional and organizational con-
tinuity. One important question is whether our intuitive sense is that the basis of ego-
istic concern is more sharply eroded in the subspectrum. If it is, that suggests that
functional and organizational continuity matter in addition to mere physical continu-
ity. (In the subsequent discussion, I will assume that functional and organizational
continuity are based on or sustained by physical continuity. I will ignore hypotheti-
cal cases in which there might be functional and organizational continuity in the ab-
sence of physical continuity.)

I have contended that minimal functional continuity of the relevant areas of the
brain is a necessary condition both of egoistic concern and of identity. In order for a
person to survive and to have a basis for egoistic concern about his future, his brain
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must retain its capacity for consciousness. So functional continuity is part of what
matters, and there is a presumption that the degree of egoistic concern that a person
is rationally warranted in having about his own future varies with the degree of func-
tional continuity between himself now and himself in the future.

Organizational continuity is different. There seems to be a minimal basis for ego-
istic concern about the future even when the structural organization of the brain that
underlies psychological connectedness and continuity will be destroyed—as often
happens over the course of progressive dementia. If this is right, organizational con-
tinuity is not a necessary condition of rational egoistic concern. Nor is it, according
to the Embodied Mind Account, among the relations constitutive of personal identity.
I will argue, however, that it is among the prudential unity relations, in this sense: al-
though organizational continuity is not necessary for minimal egoistic concern, the
degree of egoistic concern that is rationally warranted nevertheless varies with the
degree of organizational continuity.

The arguments for this claim appeal to intuitions about egoistic concern. These
intuitions emerge more clearly if we focus our attention on the psychological mani-
festations of organizational continuity, which itself (in all actual cases) presupposes
substantial physical and functional continuity of the brain. If we can see that the var-
ious unities and continuities of psychology over time are among the bases of egoistic
concern, that will be tantamount to recognizing that the continuities of neural organ-
ization and function that underlie them also matter.

What I will argue is that the rational degree of egoistic concern about one’s own
future varies with the degree of psychological unity between oneself now and oneself
in the future. Psychological unity is a complex notion, encompassing both psycho-
logical connectedness and continuity. To understand more clearly the various ele-
ments or dimensions of psychological unity within a life, let us distinguish between
two types of psychological connection. Some psychological connections are consti-
tuted simply by an earlier and a later manifestation of the same mental state—for ex-
ample, a belief or disposition of character that exists at time t, and continues to exist
later at time t,. Other psychological connections are constituted by mental states that
occur at different times but contain some internal reference to one another—for ex-
ample, an experience and a later memory of that experience, or the formation of a de-
sire or intention and the later experience of the fulfillment of that desire or intention.

One form of psychological connectedness consists of connections of the first
sort. This form of connectedness consists simply in the carrying forward through
time of the elements of an individual’s psychological makeup. It may, however, be a
comparatively insignificant form of psychological connectedness. It obtains, for ex-
ample, in the life of a dog to the extent that the dog retains its various beliefs, dispo-
sitions of character, memories, and so on. But at least two important dimensions of
psychological unity are only minimally present in this case. First, because the dog’s
mental life is sparse, the sheer number of psychological connections is comparatively
small. The magnitude or density of the mental life carried forward is comparatively
slight. Second, there is little internal reference among the earlier and later mental
states: few memories of particular experiences, few acts that fulfill desires or inten-
tions formed significantly earlier, and so on. The concept of psychological unity
takes all these factors into account. The degree of psychological unity within a life
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between times t; and t, is a function of the proportion of the mental life that is sus-
tained over that period, the richness or density of that mental life, and the degree of
internal reference among the various earlier and later mental states. These three fac-
tors are normally buried within the notion of the degree of psychological connected-
ness between an individual at the two different times. But they need to be explicitly
distinguished. If the period between t, and t, is quite long, so that there are compar-
atively few direct psychological connections spanning the entire period, the degree of
psychological unity within the life can still be expressed using a notion of psycho-
logical continuity that admits of degrees. If the relations of psychological connected-
ness over shorter periods are strong in terms of the three factors just noted, we can
say that there is strong psychological continuity between t, and t, and therefore that
there is substantial psychological unity over the whole of that period.

It is obvious, but worth stating, that substantial psychological unity within a life
presupposes parallel conditions for psychological capacities. The degree of psycho-
logical unity over a certain period will be higher the greater the variety of capacities
the individual possesses, the higher the proportion of the capacities carried forward,
and the more highly developed the capacities are. Richness and continuity of psy-
chological capacities are essential to psychological unity if only because they are
necessary conditions of strong psychological connectedness and continuity. Overall,
one might say that the degree of psychological unity within a life is a function of the
richness, complexity, and coherence of the psychological architecture that is carried
forward through time.

Earlier [ mentioned the case of a dog in whose mental life over time there may be
a certain continuity, in that most of the elements of the mental life are carried for-
ward, though the level of overall psychological unity is comparatively low. Consider
now a hypothetical creature in whose life there is markedly less psychological unity
than there is in the life of a dog. Imagine a sentient creature whose mental life con-
sists of a stream of consciousness without any psychological connections. It lives en-
tirely in the present, so that the poet Robert Burns might address to it the words he
utters to the mouse: “The present only toucheth thee.” But let us imagine that our sen-
tient creature’s mental horizons are even more temporally circumscribed than those
of Burns’s mouse. Our creature lives entirely in what is known as the “specious pres-
ent.”” While it has sufficient short-term memory to enable it to see the motion of the
second hand on a clock as a continuous motion, that is all the memory it has. It can-
not remember what happened to it a few seconds ago. It is not self-conscious and has
no conception of the future. Not only does it have no memory or foresight, it also has
no psychological architecture to carry forward: no structure of beliefs, desires, atti-
tudes, dispositions, or traits of character. All it has, we may suppose, are experiences.
But most of these experiences are extremely pleasant. Perhaps we can imagine this
creature as having a well-formed pleasure center in the brain but little else in the way
of neurological development.

Would there be reason to care, for this creature’s own sake now, whether it would
continue to live? The mere continuity of consciousness within its life that is a corol-
lary of the physical and functional continuity of its brain seems to provide a basis for
the claim that there is some reason to be concerned about the creature’s future for its
own sake. But our intuitive sense is that the reason to care for its sake is absolutely
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minimal. And we can see intuitively that it is the lack of psychological relations be-
tween the creature now and itself in the future that diminishes our grounds for con-
cern about the creature for its own sake. Its future, were it to continue to live, might
contain a considerable sum of good in the form of unalloyed physical pleasure. But
the creature is not related to itself in the future in anything like the way that you and
I are related to our future selves. Each experience in the creature’s life is discrete, iso-
lated, unconnected with any of the experiences that precede or follow it. Later psy-
chological states are neither caused by nor have any internal reference to earlier ones.
Thus, while we may think that the experiences have value individually, it is less plau-
sible to attribute independent value to them as a collection or aggregate. Lacking any
unity apart from their common grounding in the same brain, they fail to form a unit
in any but the most minimal sense. Thus we can see, by contrast, that the psycholog-
ical unity within the lives of persons such as ourselves gives our lives as wholes a
moral and prudential significance that the mere sum of our experiences lacks—or, to
put it differently, that makes our lives as wholes significant units for moral and pru-
dential evaluation.

Because the experiences of the merely sentient creature fail to form a significant
unit, it may seem that what matters is mainly that experiences of this sort should con-
tinue to occur (and even this may not matter much, given the disconnected character
of the experiences). It does not much matter whether the experiences occur within
this same life. As Parfit has argued, when the unity within individual lives is less
deep, the distinctions between the lives are correspondingly less significant. And
when the boundaries between lives are less significant, “it becomes more plausible,
when thinking morally, to focus less upon the person, the subject of experiences, and
instead to focus more upon the experiences themselves.”8* Thus it would not much
matter if the merely sentient creature were to die while another creature of the same
sort were to begin to exist and to have experiences of the same sort. That which is of
most significance—the individual experiences themselves—would continue to occur.
Little or nothing of significance would be lost simply because the experiences would
be occurring in a different series—that is, within a different life. For the experiences
themselves, and not the lives as wholes or units, would be the focus of our concern.
The creature itself would be, in Peter Singer’s phrase, “replaceable.”®

There are cases of adult human beings who are relevantly similar to the sentient
creature in being marooned wholly in the present. These cases of course involve se-
vere pathological states. One such individual, a middle-aged patient with Korsakov’s
syndrome, has no memories of his life after the age of nineteen. His episodic mem-
ory is ephemeral: “whatever was said or shown to him was apt to be forgotten in a
few seconds’ time.”%® Oliver Sacks describes him as “isolated in a single moment of
being, with a moat or lacuna of forgetting all round him . . . He is [a] man without a
past (or future), stuck in a constantly changing, meaningless moment.”®’ An even
more radical case is that of the musician and musicologist, Clive Wearing, who in
1985 suffered an episode of herpes simplex encephalitis that left him with retrograde
amnesia so severe that he can remember almost nothing of his life prior to the illness.
It also virtually destroyed his capacity for episodic memory, so that, like Sacks’s Kor-
sakov patient, he can remember nothing that happens to him for more than a minute
or so. According to his wife, his “world now consists of a moment with no past to an-
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chor it and no future to look ahead to. . . . Clive is unaware there have been other days
prior to the one in which he finds himself. He only ever has knowledge of being con-
scious for a couple of minutes.’®® For years he has lived with the persistent, ever-
present sense of having just emerged into consciousness. He has kept numerous di-
aries in which he writes, repeatedly throughout each day, that he is now awake for the
first time.%

I believe that, as in the case of the sentient creature, the basis for egoistic concern
about the future is radically diminished in each of these people. It is not just that there
is no prospect of significant good in either life—though that is true as well, for, with-
out the ability to remember one’s thoughts and experiences for more than a few mo-
ments, one cannot have a structured life, cannot have plans or projects, significant
personal relations, or any of the constituents of a rewarding life other than the most
evanescent and superficial pleasures. There are, however, ordinary people whose
lives similarly consist largely in a succession of disconnected passive experiences
and pleasures—television and then more television. These people’s futures may
promise little other than more of the same, and yet there is sufficient psychological
unity in their lives to ground a robust degree of egoistic concern. The problem in
these cases is in the content rather than the structure of the life. But in the case of the
individuals who are forever lost in the present, the basis for caring about the future is
drastically eroded. The successive moments in each life are so utterly unconnected
subjectively that they scarcely constitute a life at all in any but the purely biological
sense. (Thus, musing on his patient with Korsakov’s syndrome, Sacks questions
“whether, indeed, one could speak of an ‘existence,” given so absolute a privation of
memory or continuity.”)*

These claims may become intuitively clearer if we consider a hypothetical case
in which radical psychological discontinuity would be followed by an abundance of
future good.

The Cure. Imagine that you are twenty years old and are diagnosed with a disease
that, if untreated, invariably causes death (though not pain or disability) within five
years. There is a treatment that reliably cures the disease but also, as a side effect,
causes total retrograde amnesia and radical personality change. Long-term studies
of others who have had the treatment show that they almost always go on to have
long and happy lives, though these lives are informed by desires and values that dif-
fer profoundly from those that the person had prior to treatment. You can therefore
reasonably expect that, if you take the treatment, you will live for roughly sixty more
years, though the life you will have will be utterly discontinuous with your life as it
has been. You will remember nothing of your past and your character and values will
be radically altered. Suppose, however, that this can be reliably predicted: that the
future you would have between the ages of twenty and eighty if you were to take the
treatment would, by itself, be better, as a whole, than your entire life will be if you
do not take the treatment.

Would it be egoistically rational for you to take the treatment? Most of us would at
least be skeptical of the wisdom of taking the treatment and many would be deeply
opposed to it. How can this be explained, given the stipulation that you could rea-
sonably expect not only that the treatment would give you a better future (roughly
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sixty years rather than five) but also that your future with the treatment would be
better, as a whole, than your entire life will be without it? I suggest that the best ex-
planation is that psychological unity is among the prudential unity relations. The fu-
ture you would have with the treatment would contain vastly more good than you will
have if you refuse the treatment, but the future offered by the treatment is too much
like someone else’s future. In that future, you would be a complete stranger to your-
self as you are now. The psychological distance between you now and yourself as
you would be after the treatment is too great for you to think of the goods in that fu-
ture as fully yours. Of course, if the Embodied Mind Account is the correct account
of personal identity, these goods would lie in your future, but you now would not be
sufficiently related to yourself in the future in the ways that matter to make it rational
for you to care about them in the normal way. It may seem rational instead to opt for
the lesser good (five more years only), which would more clearly be your good, or to
which you would be more strongly related in the ways that matter.

Consideration of the Cure is, I think, a helpful test of our intuitions. If, in the cir-
cumstances, you would strongly desire to have the treatment, that suggests that you
may doubt that psychological unity is among the prudential unity relations. If, by
contrast, you would be reluctant to take the treatment, that suggests that you believe
not only that identity is not the basis of egoistic concern, but also that psychological
unity is among the prudential unity relations.

It is worth mentioning here one other kind of case—one that is actually ubiqui-
tous—in which there is little or no psychological unity between an individual now
and himself in the future but in which there is now a prospect of abundant future
good. These are cases involving human fetuses and infants. Consider, for example, a
late-term human fetus. Assume that the amount of good that lies in prospect for it is
very great: the amount of good in the whole of a normal human life. How much does
it matter, for the fetus’s own sake now, that it should live to have that good? If the ex-
tent to which it matters is commensurate with the magnitude of the good in prospect,
it seems that it would be terribly bad if the fetus were to die instead. But most of us
believe that the death of a human fetus is not a terrible tragedy, at least not for the
fetus itself. In the next chapter I will argue that we can convincingly defend this oth-
erwise puzzling belief (puzzling because the magnitude of the loss is so great) by ap-
pealing to the claim that psychological unity is among the prudential unity relations.
Anticipating that later discussion, I suggest that the ability of this claim to explain
and justify our beliefs about fetal and infant death is one of the strongest reasons for
accepting it.

This suggestion invites a charge of circularity. For I here appeal to our intuitions
about fetal and infant death to defend the claim that psychological unity is among the
bases of egoistic concern, yet in the next chapter I will invoke this claim in order to
defend these same intuitions. Although there is a certain circularity here, I do not be-
lieve that it vitiates either the defense of the claim or the defense of the intuitions. In
epistemology, it is widely accepted that coherence among beliefs sometimes strength-
ens the case for thinking that each belief is justified. In the present instance, in which
both the general claim and the intuition about fetuses and infants enjoy a certain ini-
tial credibility, it seems plausible to suppose that the credibility of each is enhanced
or reinforced by their mutual support.
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Let me now summarize these reflections about the basis for egoistic concern. The
relation that is constitutive of identity—sufficient physical and functional continuity
of the areas of the brain in which consciousness is realized in order for those areas to
retain the capacity to support consciousness—is both a necessary and a sufficient
condition of a minimal degree of rational egoistic concern. Beyond that, the degree
of egoistic concern that it is rational to have about the future may vary with the de-
gree of physical, functional, or organizational continuity in the brain (or, to be more
exact, those areas of the brain in which consciousness is realized). All three forms of
continuity matter; and variations in the strength of any of the three are manifest, in
practice, in variations in the degree of psychological unity within the life. Because all
three forms of continuity matter, progressive dementia can attack the basis for egois-
tic concern in a more radical way even than deprogramming would—for the latter
destroys only organizational continuity, while the former erodes all three forms of
continuity in the brain.

I have argued that psychological unity is among the prudential unity relations,
even though it is not among the relations that are constitutive of personal identity. Yet
earlier I suggested that the two sets of relations should coincide as closely as pos-
sible. Is this an objection to the inclusion of psychological unity among the pruden-
tial unity relations? I think not. There is in fact a close coincidence between the two
sets of relations. I have conceded that psychological unity is not necessary for per-
sonal identity. But I also concede that it is not necessary for rational egoistic concern,
as in the case of someone at the onset of progressive dementia, who can rationally
care in an egoistic way about the pain he will suffer in the late stages of the disease,
when the psychological separation from his present self will be total. My claim is
only that the degree of egoistic concern that is warranted can vary with the degree of
psychological unity. No parallel claim about personal identity can be made because
personal identity is not a matter of degree. Moreover, provided we assume that, other
things being equal, there is greater physical and functional continuity of the relevant
areas of the brain the more highly developed those areas are to begin with, it turns
out that, in all actual cases, the degree of psychological unity varies with the degree
of physical and functional continuity. It is only in hypothetical cases such as De-
programming that there can be a high degree of physical and functional continuity
but only weak psychological unity. And this is what we should expect: that in the
cases that have shaped our beliefs about what matters, variations in the strength of the
relations that matter are paralleled by variations in relations that are constitutive of
personal identity. (Note that the two Psychological Continuity Accounts also hold
that one of the prudential unity relations—namely, psychological connectedness—is
not a necessary condition of identity. It is, however, a constituent of the relation—
psychological continuity—that is the criterion of identity.)

Having indicated what I think the prudential unity relations are, let me now say
more precisely how they affect what it is egoistically rational for an individual to care
about. Consider some event within one’s own future life. The extent to which one
ought now to be egoistically concerned about that event is a function of two factors:
first, the value, positive or negative, that the event would have for one at the time
when it would occur, and second, the extent to which the prudential unity relations
would hold between oneself now and oneself at the later time when the event would
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occur. The prudential unity relations in effect function as a multiplier with respect to
the value of the event. If, for example, the prudential unity relations would be of max-
imum strength, we calculate the importance of the event from one’s present point of
view by multiplying the value the event will have when it occurs by 1; thus the extent
to which one ought rationally to be egoistically concerned about the event is propor-
tional to the value the event will contribute to one’s life. If, however, the prudential
unity relations would be weaker, the extent to which the event matters from one’s
present point of view declines. We should multiply the value that the event will have
when it occurs by some fraction representing the strength of the prudential unity re-
lations. There is, in short, a discount rate for weakened prudential unity.

This discounting operation—the value that future events would have within one’s
life at the time they would occur multiplied by a number (either 1 or a positive frac-
tion) representing the strength of the prudential unity relations between oneself now
and oneself at those times when the events would occur—determines the strength of
what I will call one’s present time-relative interests in the possibilities of one’s own
future life. It will help, in elucidating this notion, to draw a preliminary distinction
between two senses of the notion of an interest. This is the distinction between being
interested in something and having an interest in something. To be interested in
something is to be curious or concerned about it, whereas to have an interest in some-
thing is to have a stake in it. If, for example, I am intellectually fascinated by the be-
havior of the stock market but have no investments in it, one could say that I am in-
terested in it without having an interest in it. If, on the contrary, I have investments
but am incurious or unconcerned about the way my stocks are performing, one could
say that I am uninterested in the stock market even though I have an interest in it. In
the subsequent discussion of interests, I will be concerned primarily with interests in
the second of these two senses: the sense in which to have an interest in something is
for one’s well-being to be engaged with it.

One’s present time-relative interests are what one has egoistic reason to care
about now (or, in the case of a non-self-conscious being incapable of being egoisti-
cally concerned about the future, its present time-relative interests are what a third
party would have reason to care about for the being’s own sake now). One’s time-
relative interests are always, as the label is intended to suggest, relativized to one’s
state at a time. They are different from one’s interests (as traditionally understood) in
that they are affected by the strength of the prospective prudential unity relations
whereas one’s interests are not. One’s interests are concerned with what would be
better or worse for oneself as a temporally extended being; they reflect what would
be better or worse for one’s life as a whole. If identity were the basis of rational ego-
istic concern, there could be no divergence between one’s interests and one’s time-
relative interests. For the prudential unity relation—identity—would not be a matter
of degree and would always be present whenever there was any basis for egoistic
concern. In short, if identity were the basis of egoistic concern, the concept of a time-
relative interest would be otiose. But if identity is not the basis of egoistic concern
and the prudential unity relations can hold to varying degrees, we need a concept that
is temporally relativized—one that expresses the idea that the degree of rationally
warranted egoistic concern over some possible event may vary over time depending
on the strength of the prudential unity relations.
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I will conclude this section by returning to the claim that psychological unity is
among the prudential unity relations. There is an important objection to this claim,
which is that it seems to imply that personal growth and improvement are, in prospect
at least, undesirable insofar as they would involve a weakening of psychological
unity between oneself before they would occur and oneself afterwards. For growth
and improvement necessarily involve changes of belief, desire, and character—that
is, severings of various kinds of psychological connection. Thus, to the extent that
growth and improvement involve a weakening of psychological unity over time, they
diminish the strength of one’s time-relative interests in the goods of one’s future.

Two points may be made in reply. First, personal improvement is typically the
product of a person’s own efforts; it results from a person’s conscious striving after a
certain ideal of character or action. When this is the case, although the evolution of
character may involve the severing of certain psychological connections that would
otherwise have held (for example, connections of belief, desire, or disposition), it also
involves the establishment of other connections, often at a higher level (for example,
between the formation and the satisfaction of a second-order desire to overcome an
obsessive or obstructive first-order desire). The establishment of psychological con-
nections through the intentional molding of character may actually strengthen overall
psychological integration over time. A life in which there is substantial change and di-
versity may, if the diverse elements of the psychology are held together by strands of
desire and intention, be unified in a deeper and richer way than a life in which one’s
character remains largely static. (This suggests that, of the two types of psychological
connection distinguished earlier—those that involve the mere persistence of some
psychological property and those that involve mental states that somehow refer to
one another—the latter are more deeply psychologically unifying than the former.)

In some cases, however, personal growth or improvement just happens to a per-
son, without conscious effort and perhaps without the person even being aware that
it is occurring. In this kind of case, there may actually be a net loss of psychological
integration. It is well to remember, however, that we are discussing growth and im-
provement rather than pathological conditions involving significant erosions of psy-
chological connectedness. Even in the more dramatic instances of unintended
change—for example, moral or religious conversion—the effect on overall psycho-
logical unity over time is relatively insignificant. Thus even when there is some at-
tenuation of psychological connectedness, growth or improvement may still be de-
sirable, for the enhancement of virtue or rationality may increase the good in one’s
life, or make one a higher or better being, in such a way as to outweigh the compar-
atively trivial weakening of psychological unity over time. (It is worth noting, how-
ever, that there is a limit to the extent to which the good derived from the enhance-
ment of one’s mind or character can offset the weakening of psychological unity—at
least in principle, if not in practice. If it were possible—for example, through some
exotic form of genetic therapy—for a person to become suddenly like a god, alto-
gether different and unimaginably higher in character, it is not obvious that it would
be in that person’s time-relative interest to do so. I will return to this point in section
6.3 of chapter 4.)

I have suggested that certain kinds of psychological connection between mental
states that refer to one another—particularly “higher-order”” connections such as that
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between the formation and the satisfaction of a desire to live a certain kind of life or
to be a certain kind of person—are more deeply unifying psychologically than con-
nections that consist in the mere persistence of a psychological state. This seems to
imply the desirability of maintaining one’s links with one’s past through the exercise
of memory and of trying to anticipate and prepare for the future. Yet this seems con-
trary to the folk wisdom that urges immersion in the present or, in the Buddhist
idiom, mindfulness of what is occurring at the moment. I suggest, however, that, at
least if the folk wisdom is generously interpreted, there need be no conflict. The com-
mon exhortation to focus on the present may mean only to avoid becoming so preoc-
cupied with the future that the goods of the present pass by unnoticed; or it may mean
to adjust one’s concern about the future to take account of uncertainty, for there is no
point in sacrificing the present to evils that may never occur. It is also worse than
pointless to contaminate the present with brooding about future evils when nothing
can be done to avert them. Thus, in times of affliction the advice of the Reverend
Sydney Smith, recently quoted with approval by John Bayley in his account of Iris
Murdoch’s descent into dementia, may make good sense: “Take short views of
human life—never further than dinner or tea.”!

Beyond conditions of adversity, however, it is primarily our ability, through mem-
ory and imagination, to transcend the temporally and spatially local that raises us
above the level of animals. As Samuel Johnson once noted, “Whatever withdraws us
from the power of our senses; whatever makes the past, the distant, or the future pre-
dominate over the present, advances us in the dignity of thinking beings.”®?> Consider,
by contrast, Aldous Huxley’s description of a woman whose “life was spent in enjoy-
ing the successive instants of present contentment of which it was composed; and if
ever circumstances forced her out of this mindless eternity into the world of time, it
was a narrow little universe in which she found herself, a world whose farthest bound-
aries were never more than a week or two away.”** If a person who lives this way does
so deliberately—on principle, as it were—that very shaping of the life around an ideal
of atemporality may give it a certain overall psychological integrity. If, however, the
immersion in a mindless eternity is unreflective, it reduces the life uncomfortably near
to the level of a non-self-conscious animal. One cannot get much more deeply im-
mersed in the present, while remaining a human being, than Clive Wearing.

5.3. Possible Divergences between Identity and Egoistic Concern

In what ways might the Embodied Mind Account and the Embodied Mind Account
of Egoistic Concern diverge? Might there be identity but no basis for egoistic con-
cern? Or, alternatively, might there be a basis for egoistic concern in the absence of
identity? Because the Embodied Mind Account of Egoistic Concern holds that the re-
lations that are constitutive of identity are part of what matters, it seems that identity
guarantees that there will be some basis for egoistic concern, however minimal. As I
noted in section 4.4, there might be some doubt about this in hypothetical cases in
which the same embodied mind continues to exist for an extremely long period of
time but with little psychological connectedness from day to day. But in all actual
cases, within the space of an actual human life span, when enough of the brain will
persist to carry forward the conscious life of the original subject, there seems to be
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some basis for egoistic concern about the future even if (as in later phases of Alz-
heimer’s disease) there will be no connectedness from day to day.

There are two familiar types of case, both hypothetical, in which there might be
a basis for egoistic concern in the absence of identity. One of these is when a person
undergoes fission, as in the case of Division. The other is when two or more people
undergo fusion.* Consider:

Fusion. You and I are friends. Each of us has lost one cerebral hemisphere as a re-
sult of a stroke. Each of us also has a condition that will soon result in the death of
his brainstem. Another friend of ours has suffered the death of his entire cerebrum,
though his brainstem and body remain intact and functional. Before he lapsed into
the persistent vegetative state, this friend agreed to donate his body so that either my
or your surviving hemisphere could be transplanted into it. Unable to choose that
one of us should survive while the other dies, we decide that both our hemispheres
should be transplanted into that body where, in order to function in a coordinated
way, their severed corpora callosa will be joined.

There are various ways of understanding what happens in this case. One is that, when
our hemispheres are harnessed together in the body of our friend, there is only one
person there. This will seem reasonable if our hemispheres function together in
roughly the way that paired hemispheres normally do, generating substantial unity of
consciousness despite the high levels of cognitive dissonance resulting from the fu-
sion of the elements of our disparate mental lives. Suppose that this is right: there is
only one person there. Who is it? Most of us will reject the claim that it is the friend
whose body this was before he lapsed into a persistent vegetative state. There may be
some reason to suppose that the person is me; but there is presumably equal reason
to suppose that he is you. This is more obviously the case if each of our surviving
hemispheres was the dominant hemisphere prior to the operation. If there is only
one person, he cannot be both of us, as this would imply that you and I were all along
the same person. We may therefore conclude that this is an entirely new person—
someone who is not identical with anyone who existed prior to the double transplant
operation.

This person has, however, enough of my brain to generate consciousness and
mental activity. He also has enough of yours. In this case, therefore, the relations that
are constitutive of personal identity branch, but backwards rather than forwards in
time. If the relations that are constitutive of identity are part of what matters, this per-
son will be related to you and to me in a way that makes it rational for both of us,
prior to the operation, to be egoistically concerned about him, even though he will be
neither of us. This, then, seems to be another case in which identity and what matters
fail to coincide according to the Embodied Mind Account. (There are, it should be
noted, several respects in which the basis for egoistic concern may be weaker in this
case. First, even the relations that are normally constitutive of identity may be weaker
in both my case and yours as a result of the strokes we suffered earlier. Second, as
Parfit notes, some of what matters to me may be lost if elements of my psychology
clash with yours. If the new person is not to be forever at war with himself, some of
my beliefs, tastes, desires, intentions, and so on may have to be abandoned or, alter-
natively, may simply be crowded out by the conflicting elements of your mental life.
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And even those elements that survive may be diluted by the pervasive presence of an
alien psychology.)

There is a third possible way in which identity and egoistic concern might di-
verge. Suppose, as seems to be true, that certain elements of a person’s mental life are
located in precisely delimited tissues of the brain. This seems to be true, for example,
of memories. Next, consider again the possibility I mentioned earlier that a particular
memory trace might be surgically extracted from my brain and grafted onto yours in
such a way that it becomes accessible to your consciousness. If this were to be done,
it seems that there would be no branching of the relations that are constitutive of iden-
tity. I would continue to exist here in the body that I had always inhabited. For a single
memory trace does not seem to constitute enough of my brain to be capable of gen-
erating consciousness or mental activity. This would not be a case in which my mind
would divide, forming two new minds; rather, a tiny portion of my mind would be-
come a part of your mind. Because you and I would thus remain distinct, this would
also not be a case involving fusion. But there is a question here about what matters.
The brain graft would establish a real psychological connection between me now and
you at later time. Would this transfer of a real element of my mental life to your mind
give me a reason for egoistic concern about what might happen to you in the future?

Imagine that the transfer is not of a single memory but of ten, or a hundred. With
each increase in number, there is greater blending of my mind with yours. But even
the grafting of a thousand distinct memory traces from my brain to yours would not
constitute an instance of fission followed by fusion. Even a thousand bits of tissue
from my brain, each consisting of a single memory, would not constitute enough of
my brain to support consciousness and mental activity. But the grafting of a thousand
memory traces from my brain into yours would establish a significant degree of psy-
chological connectedness between us. With the numbers thus increased, it may seem
more reasonable for me, prior to the grafting of the tissues, to feel some degree of
egoistic concern about what might happen to you after the grafts had been completed.

I suspect that there may be irresoluble disagreement, and perhaps genuine inde-
terminacy, about what matters in these cases involving the grafting of limited por-
tions of one brain into another. Even those whose intuitions support the Embodied
Mind Account of Egoistic Concern may be unable to agree about whether grafting
provides a basis for egoistic concern. One might think that if some small portions of
one’s brain bearing elements of one’s psychology were about to be grafted into the
brain of another, the prospect would merely be that one would lose some aspects of
one’s mental life while someone else’s mind would be gaining access to them. That,
one might hold, would be an insufficient basis for any degree of egoistic concern, no
matter how minimal. Alternatively, one might reflect that the grafts would mean that
portions of one’s own mind would be blended with but preserved within the mental
life of another; there would be a partial fusion of one’s own mind with that of the
other person, even though the other person’s mind would remain the dominant pres-
ence. When understood in this way, it may seem more reasonable to be egoistically
concerned, if only minimally, about the person into whom some elements of one’s
own mind would be transferred.

How are we to understand the Embodied Mind Account of Egoistic Concern,
given this uncertainty about grafting? One may distinguish two competing concep-
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tions of what matters, either of which might be paired with or be held to correspond
to the Embodied Mind Account of Identity. According to one view, the relations that
are constitutive of personal identity are a necessary and sufficient condition for ego-
istic concern. For one to have reason to be egoistically concerned about some future
individual, that individual must have enough of one’s brain to be able to support con-
sciousness. This is the minimal condition both for identity and for egoistic concern.
The more the individual will have of the relevant functional areas of one’s brain, and
thus the more of one’s mind that will be preserved or carried forward, the stronger
one’s basis will be for egoistic concern about that individual.

According to the second view, the relations that are constitutive of identity are
sufficient for egoistic concern but not necessary. Any degree of real psychological
connectedness, even in the absence of identity, is a sufficient basis for some, perhaps
minimal, degree of egoistic concern. On this view, grafting would be a basis for ego-
istic concern.

I have suggested that we may reasonably remain agnostic between these two
views. Neither is rationally compelling; neither is obviously wrong. So we may leave
it undecided whether grafting constitutes a third type of case in which identity and
what matters might diverge according to the Embodied Mind Account.

These apparently alternative conceptions of what matters might be coextensive,
given a certain understanding of what would count as “enough” of the same brain.
For it might be said that, if some tissue from one’s brain in which only a single men-
tal state (for example, a single memory) was realized were grafted into another per-
son’s brain, that grafted tissue would constitute enough of one’s brain to support con-
sciousness. For, in its new setting, that memory could be a conscious mental state. A
part of one’s brain would, in a sense, be supporting consciousness.

This, clearly, is not the sense of “enough of the brain to support consciousness”
that one needs for the Embodied Mind Account. It seems absurd to regard a single
graft as constituting an instance of asymmetrical fission in which one of the descen-
dent minds undergoes fusion with another. The question is how we can exclude this
understanding of “enough of the same brain to support consciousness.” Perhaps we
can stipulate that it means “enough of the same brain to be capable of supporting con-
sciousness without assistance from tissues drawn from any other brain.” When we
consider the case of the brain graft, we understand why this stipulation is not ad hoc:
continuity of mind involves more than just the preservation of some element or ele-
ments of one’s mental life. The capacity for consciousness must be preserved in the
same tissues of the same brain; it cannot be imported from a different brain, for that
would not be the same consciousness.

The problem with this response is that the regions of the brain in which the con-
scious mind is realized are incapable of generating conscious mental activity on their
own. As I noted in section 2 of this chapter, the reticular formation, which is located
primarily in the brainstem and apparently contributes nothing to the contents of con-
sciousness, must nevertheless be functional in order for consciousness to be gener-
ated by and in the relevant areas of the higher brain. But continuity of one and the
same reticular formation does not appear to be a condition of personal identity. As I
noted earlier, because the reticular formation appears to function as an on-off switch
for consciousness without any of the actual stuff of consciousness being realized in
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its tissues, sameness of consciousness does not seem to require sameness of reticular
formation. One could survive the replacement of one’s reticular formation with a
transplanted substitute in just the same way that one could survive a heart transplant.
That part of the brain could be imported from another without compromising one’s
identity, despite the fact that it is clearly involved in the production of consciousness.

Our criterion of personal identity, therefore, should not require “enough of the
same brain to be capable of supporting consciousness.” It must instead require
“enough of those regions of the same brain in which consciousness occurs to be able,
with relevant support systems, to continue to support consciousness.” And it must be
understood that the support systems necessary for the generation of consciousness
cannot include tissues from another brain in which consciousness or conscious states
are realized, though they can include other tissues from a different brain, such as the
reticular formation. The support systems are necessary for the mind to work, though
they may not be necessary for one’s survival. Thus one might survive in a coma if
one’s reticular formation were damaged and incapable of functioning. (I will return
to this in section 1.3 of chapter 5.) Loss of other support systems, such as a blood
supply to the brain, normally leads not only to loss of functionality in the areas in
which consciousness occurs but also rather rapidly to their destruction.

In what areas of the brain is consciousness actually realized? At present this is not
known with any accuracy, although it does seem that the relevant areas are in the cere-
bral hemispheres rather than in the brainstem. Some scientists have speculated that
there is a specific localized area of the brain in which consciousness is realized, while
many of the objects of conscious awareness, such as memories, are physically stored
elsewhere in the brain and episodically brought within the scope of consciousness by
being somehow accessed by the mechanisms in the consciousness-generating area.”
If this is right, it is the functional continuity of this area of the brain that is the crite-
rion of personal identity and perhaps the basis of (that is, the necessary and sufficient
condition of) egoistic concern as well. (The fact that a person can retain the capacity
for consciousness following the loss of either hemisphere, together with evidence of
divided consciousness in the commissurotomy cases, indicates that, if there is such an
area, it must somehow span both hemispheres and be potentially divisible.)

Alternatively, consciousness might be a global function of the combined, simul-
taneous operations of many areas of the brain. Rather than arising from any single
site, it might be a property of various areas functioning in unison. If this is right, it
may be more difficult to distinguish between those areas of the brain in which con-
sciousness is realized and those that are essentially just support systems.

5.4. The Individuation of Minds

Let us turn from the issue of grafting (which at present is of merely theoretical inter-
est) to a range or further questions raised by the Embodied Mind Account. There are,
first, questions about the unity of the mind. The most fundamental such question is
whether the same brain could support the existence of more than one mind. This
question divides into two more specific questions. First, might the same brain support
more than one mind at a single time? And, second, might the same brain support more
than one mind at different times?
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There are phenomena that challenge our assumptions about the synchronic unity
of mind: in particular, cases of commissurotomy and cases of multiple personality
disorder. I will not comment on the latter; there is as yet insufficient understanding of
what actually goes on in these cases, and in particular little understanding of the neu-
rological bases of the disorder.”® In the case of the commissurotomy patients, most
observers, including the patients themselves, believe that each brain with divided
hemispheres supports the existence of only one mind. Even in these cases, there is
substantial subjective unity. Following the operations, the patients typically notice no
difference and those close to them report very few behavioral anomalies. Although
each hemisphere no longer has “direct access” to conscious events in the other via the
corpus callosum, they find other ways to communicate. Nevertheless, it seems well
documented through experimentation that the brains of these patients support two
separate and distinct centers of consciousness. This has led some to claim that there
must have been two centers of consciousness prior to the commissurotomy operation
and thus that each of us actually has two centers of consciousness. All the commis-
surotomy operation does is to make this more apparent by disrupting the smooth and
instantaneous exchange of information between them.

There is nothing, I think, that compels us to accept the inference that there must
have been two centers of consciousness prior to the operation. It is compatible with
what we know about these cases that prior to the operation, all conscious events in
the brain were accessible within the same field of consciousness. The severing of the
corpus callosum might have the effect of dividing what was a single field of con-
sciousness into two distinct fields. The challenge that these cases pose is not neces-
sarily to the unity of consciousness prior to the operation, but to our intuitive identi-
fication of “same mind” with “same consciousness.” Whatever is the case about the
unity of consciousness in an undivided brain, it seems clear that in the divided brains
there are two centers of consciousness; yet most observers do not conclude that there
must therefore be two minds present. These cases pry us away from our intuitive un-
derstanding of the mind as having or being a single center or field of consciousness.
They confront us with a dilemma: either we must accept that the post-operative pa-
tients have two minds (and therefore are perhaps two distinct people) or we must ac-
cept that it is possible for a single mind to have separate centers of consciousness.
But if a single mind can have more than one center of consciousness, we seem to be
left with no clear criterion for the individuation of minds. What makes two or more
centers of consciousness a single mind rather than a collection of different minds?

It is not just that the separate centers of consciousness in the commissurotomy
cases are generated by the same brain. We can imagine that the results of the opera-
tion might have been different. Suppose that following the operation, the patients had
begun to behave in increasingly anomalous ways. Suppose that as time passed, their
left hands began to write out messages expressing desires, feelings, and beliefs con-
trary to those they articulated verbally, that (as in Stanley Kubrick’s film Dr. Strange-
love) one of their hands would often interfere with what the other was doing, and that
their bodies would often move haltingly in one direction and then another, eventually
becoming immobilized, even though they would say that they wanted to go some-
where. (When the dicephalic Hensel twins cannot agree about where to go, they be-
come incapable of moving anywhere. Each controls half of their shared body; neither
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can drag the other half of the body against her twin’s will.)’ If events of this sort had
begun to occur consistently, on a daily basis, we would, I think, have accepted that
there were two minds present, both supported by the operations of a single brain. If
the results of commissurotomy had been like this, it would have been plausible to re-
gard the procedure as a form of Division. It seems, therefore, that whether a range of
mental phenomena constitute one mind or two depends not only on whether the phe-
nomena are generated by one brain or two, but also on the degree of integration
among the various mental events. The actual cases of commissurotomy show that our
concept of a mind is tolerant of a limited degree of mental fragmentation, even to the
extent of accepting that a single mind can encompass more than one center of con-
sciousness. But as the degree of separation between centers of consciousness in-
creases, with each developing a distinctive mental life of its own, it becomes increas-
ingly plausible to recognize the existence of more than one mind.

Might the same brain support different minds serially? There seem to be at least
two possibilities. (Multiple personality is possibly a third.) First, suppose that certain
regions of a particular brain necessary for the generation of consciousness were re-
moved and replaced by corresponding tissues from a different brain. If the areas re-
placed constituted only a tiny proportion of the original brain (for example, if only
certain portions of the cerebral cortex were replaced), it would be reasonable to sup-
pose that the same brain existed both before and after the replacement. But the mind
generated by the new consciousness-supporting tissues would arguably be different.
Second, recall the possibility I noted earlier: that consciousness might be a function
of the operation of some specific region of the brain. Suppose that that is correct and
that the relevant region (whatever it might be) of a particular brain is destroyed. If
somehow a different region of the same brain were then reconfigured so that it ac-
quired the capacity to support consciousness, the mind generated in this different
area would arguably be a different mind—even if the reconfigured area functioned in
part by casting the spotlight of consciousness on memories, desires, and so on pre-
served in other areas of the brain in which they were originally registered.”®

5.5. Mind, Brain, and Organism

It might be thought that one who claims that we are essentially embodied minds must
be prepared to say what the relation between the mind and the brain is. I believe,
however, that the defender of the Embodied Mind Account may remain agnostic
about this. For all of the plausible understandings of the relation between mind and
brain agree that the mind is either causally generated by or identical with certain
parts of the brain when they are in certain states, and hence that the mind cannot be
tracked or traced independently of the brain. The continued existence of the same
mind thus requires the continued existence and functioning of certain regions of the
same brain irrespective of whether mental states are brain states, functional states, or
causal products of brain states. In short, the Embodied Mind Account is compatible
with virtually all of the leading theories about the relation between the mind and the
brain: identity theories, functionalist theories, property dualism, dual aspect theory,
and so on. The one obvious exception is of course cartesian dualism, but I have pre-
sented arguments for rejecting that view earlier in section 2.
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A considerably more problematic question for the Embodied Mind Account is
what the relation is between the mind and the human organism—or alternatively, on
the assumption that one is a mind, between oneself and one’s physical organism. Fol-
lowing the arguments I presented in section 3 of this chapter, the Embodied Mind Ac-
count denies that the relation is identity. But an account that denies that we are or-
ganisms owes us an alternative account of what the relation is between ourselves and
our organisms.

The Psychological Account also implicitly denies that we are organisms. Some
proponents of that view have contended that our organisms stand to us in the relation
of constitution. Sidney Shoemaker describes the relation in this way:

One can allow that there is a sense of “is” in which a person is an animal. But this
will not be the “is” of predication or of identity; it will be, perhaps, the sort of “is”
we have in “The statue is a hunk of bronze”—it will mean something like “is com-
posed of the very same stuff as.” Arguably, the statue and the hunk of bronze are not
one and the same thing, since if the hunk of bronze were hammered into another
statue, the statue we had originally would no longer exist, but the hunk of bronze
would still be there. So two things, the statue and the hunk of bronze, can occupy the
same place and share the same matter and the same non-historical properties. . . .
The suggestion is that a person “is”” an animal, not in the sense of being identical to
one, but in the sense of sharing its matter with one.”

Let us call the view articulated here the “constitution view.” According to this view,
one is composed of the same matter as one’s organism and shares its nonhistorical
properties. One’s organism also shares one’s own nonhistorical properties. This, how-
ever, leads to a serious problem, first noticed, I believe, by W. R. Carter. I am now
conscious; therefore my organism must also be conscious. “Are we then to say,’
Carter asks, “that rwo conscious beings presently are located in the chair in which I
am sitting? Doesn’t ‘my’ organism feel a toothache when I feel a toothache? How
many toothaches are in question in such a case? Those of us who believe that there is
only one toothache. . ., and who also believe that different beings do not (ordinarily
at least) feel the same toothache, will say that we are our organisms.”!%

There is some scope for misunderstanding here. The idea that I am constituted by
my organism does not imply that there are two toothaches or two consciousnesses.
But it does imply something that Carter finds odd: namely, that I and my organism
feel the same toothache. The oddness of this implication may be mitigated somewhat
by consideration of the analogy with the relation between the statue and the hunk of
bronze. The statue and the hunk of bronze share the same shape. But that does not
mean that there are two qualitatively identical shapes present. There is only one
shape. The two entities share numerically one and the same shape, which is not sur-
prising if they share the same matter. Still, the appeal to the analogy does not elimi-
nate the oddness of the constitution view entirely. For this view does imply that there
are now two conscious entities present in my chair (even if there is only one con-
sciousness that they share), and that clearly seems to be one too many.

The constitution view faces another objection. To articulate this objection, we
need a word or phrase that indicates what we essentially are. To refer to ourselves as
minds may be literally correct; but it is unfamiliar. So, in order to articulate this sec-
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ond objection to the constitution view, it will be convenient to use the term “person”
to refer in a generic way to what we essentially are. In stating the following argu-
ment, therefore, I drop the assumption that I have hitherto made that to be a person
one must have the capacity for self-consciousness and, perhaps, a mental life with a
high degree of unity.

1. One is a person by virtue of one’s possession of certain nonhistorical proper-
ties—for example, the capacity for consciousness.

2. The possession of these properties is necessary and sufficient for being a person.

3. If one is constituted by one’s organism, one’s organism shares all of one’s non-
historical properties.

4. One’s organism must therefore have the properties that are necessary and suffi-
cient for being a person.

5. One’s organism must therefore be a person rather than merely constituting one.

6. If one is a person and one’s organism is a person, and if one is not identical with
one’s organism, there must be two persons present where one is now: oneself and
one’s organism.

The conclusion—claim 6—yviolates the assumption that there can be no more than
one entity of a particular kind at a given place at a given time.

A parallel argument can be formulated in support of the conclusion that we are
organisms.

An entity is an organism by virtue of possessing certain nonhistorical properties.
The possession of these properties is necessary and sufficient for being an organism.
If one is constituted by one’s organism, one shares all of its nonhistorical properties.
One must therefore have the properties that are necessary and sufficient for being
an organism.

5. One must therefore be an organism rather than merely sharing one’s matter with one.

W d o

The final claim—5—contradicts the motivating assumption of the constitution view
that one is not identical with one’s organism (or, of course, any other organism).
These objections challenge the coherence of the notion of constitution, suggest-
ing that it collapses into the relation of identity.'®! It would, however, be surprising if
philosophical logicians had all along been mistaken in supposing that there is a co-
herent notion of constitution. (Notice that parallel arguments could be formulated to
show that the statue is—the “is” of identity—a hunk of bronze and that the hunk of
bronze is a statue.) Perhaps the defender of the constitution view can respond by
denying the second premise in each of these arguments. Perhaps the mere possession
of the defining properties of a certain type of entity is not sufficient for actually being
an entity of that type. Suppose, for example, that the capacity for consciousness is a
defining property of persons (where “person” is understood to be a substance sortal).
Nevertheless, possession of the capacity for consciousness (together with any other
defining properties of persons) might not be sufficient for actually being a person. In-
stead, it might be necessary for being a person that one possess the defining proper-
ties of personhood as essential properties. That is, to be a person, not only must one
have the defining properties of personhood, but it must also be impossible for one to
exist without them. So, for example, because one has the capacity for consciousness
and could not exist without it, one satisfies the conditions for being a person. But al-
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though one’s organism has the capacity for consciousness (according to the constitu-
tion view), it does not have this property essentially. For it could lose the capacity for
consciousness and yet continue to exist. (No one supposes that the capacity for con-
sciousness is an essential property of organisms—not even of human organisms.)
Thus, on the view I am suggesting, the organism would not be a person even though
it possessed the defining properties of a person.'%?

Even if the coherence of the constitution view can be defended in this way (or
perhaps in some other way), this view still leaves us with the unsettling implication
that there are two conscious entities occupying my chair at the moment. Perhaps we
should explore alternatives to the constitution view that either avoid this implication
or at least elucidate it in a way that makes it less bizarre.

One option is to abandon the assumption of the constitution view that I and my
organism share all of each other’s nonhistorical properties. If I am not identical with
my organism, and if I am now conscious and there is only one conscious entity in my
chair, it follows that my organism is not conscious. Perhaps, indeed, no psychologi-
cal properties are in a literal way ascribable to the organism. If we say, for example,
that this organism is hungry, that is just an oblique or elliptical way of saying that I
am. Similarly, it may be that not all of my organism’s physical properties are literally
ascribable to me. As Parfit points out, to say that [ weigh 150 pounds when it is liter-
ally this organism that does might be analogous to saying that I got splashed with
mud when it was literally only my coat that got mud on it.'%3 While there are two dis-
tinct substances occupying my chair as I write (an implication that seems unavoid-
able if we assume that I am not identical with my organism and that each of us is a
substance rather than, for example, a mere phase in the history of something else),
these two substances divide between them at least some of the properties that the
constitution view holds that they share. Let us call this view radical dualism.'%*

Radical dualism conceives of the human organism as what Warren Quinn has
called a “subentity.” The following remarks of Quinn’s apply to the human body but,
insofar as the body is distinguishable from the organism, they could equally well
apply to the organism. Understood as a subentity, the human body,

while logically incapable of intentional actions (that is, unable to read, converse,
perceive), is the primary agent of a human being’s metabolic and purely reflexive ac-
tivities. So conceived, it is our body that digests, that converts nourishment to proto-
plasm, that sweats, that jerks when struck in certain ways, and we (human beings)
are seen to metabolize, jerk, sweat, or even to occupy physical space only because
our bodies do. According to this conception, we supervene upon, contain, or bear
some other exotic relation to a distinguishable source of activities which then be-
come attributable to us by a kind of logical courtesy.'®

This is quite difficult to accept. W. R. Carter objects that “there is reason to think
that ‘higher forms’ of animal life can and do feel pain (hunger, fear, etc.) and so rea-
son to think that a variety of physical organisms are in some sense conscious beings.
Surely there is no plausibility to the thesis that non-human organisms are conscious
beings and human organisms are not.’'% What this shows, I think, is not that psy-
chological predicates must be applicable to human organisms but that radical dual-
ism, to be consistent, must deny that psychological predicates apply to any organ-
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isms. Carter’s argument appeals to our sense that it is a truism that animals simply
are organisms. But the same arguments that purport to show that we are not identical
with our organisms are also applicable to sentient animals. If, for example, my dog
Rufus’s cerebrum were transplanted into the body of a different dog, the dog with
Rufus’s cerebrum would be Rufus, while the organism that Rufus once animated, and
which would still exist and might indeed continue to live, would be a different indi-
vidual. Thus radical dualism must hold that any conscious subject, any being with a
mind, is distinct from the organism it animates and in which it is embodied. And it
must hold that, whenever an organism supports the existence of a mind or conscious
subject, psychological properties are directly and literally ascribable only to the lat-
ter and are ascribable to the organism only by extension or “logical courtesy.”

In denying that organisms have psychological properties, radical dualism seems
coherent; but it is offensive to common sense. It seems perverse, for example, to deny
that, when a developing organism’s brain acquires the capacity to support conscious-
ness, the organism itself becomes conscious. Moreover, even though radical dualism
enables us to avoid the implication that there are two conscious beings in my chair at
the moment, it does not itself offer an account of the nature of the relation between the
person and the organism. We should see whether there is an alternative understanding
that illuminates the nature of the relation and is more respectful of common sense.

One possibility is that the relation between ourselves and our organisms is the re-
lation of part to whole. This suggestion will seem most cogent if we assume that the
mind is entirely reducible to certain regions of the brain. If, for example, the mind
just is those regions of the brain in certain functional states, and if I am this mind,
then I am, in effect, this functional brain, which is itself a part of this organism; there-
fore I am a part of my organism. But even if the mind is not entirely reducible to the
brain, it is still something that is generated by the operations of the brain and is a crit-
ical component of the systems controlling the functions of the organism. Hence it
may be regarded as a part of the organism even if it is not so obviously a part as is an
organ such as the brain.

It makes sense to think of an organism as having a mind among its many and var-
ious parts. Accordingly, it makes sense to think of the organism as having at least
some of the psychological properties of the mind by virtue of having the mind as a
part.'%” Thus the organism may be said to be conscious by virtue of having a mind that
is conscious. Does this imply that there are two conscious entities where I am now?
Perhaps it does, but we can now explain this fact in a way that seems benign rather
than bizarre. Suppose, for the sake of comparison, that over a certain period of time
the only part of a tree that grows is a particular limb. When this limb grows, the tree
grows. The tree grows by virtue of having a part that grows. A property of the part—
growth—is in this instance necessarily a property of the whole. There are thus two
things that are growing: the limb and the tree of which it is a part. Similarly, when I
blow the horn in my car, the horn makes a noise but so does the car. There are two
things that have the property of emitting a noise: the horn and the car of which itis a
part. In the same sense in which the tree grows because its limb does, and in which the
car honks because its horn does, my organism may be said to think, feel, and perceive
because I do. This is just another case in which a whole (the organism) has certain
properties by virtue of having a part (the mind or person) that has those properties.
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These analogies help elucidate the sense in which there are two conscious enti-
ties present where I am. My organism is conscious only in a derivative sense, only by
virtue of having a conscious part. Similarly, when I blow the horn of my car, the car
makes a noise only in the sense that one of its parts makes a noise. There is only one
noise; and there is a clear sense in which there is only one noisemaker: the horn. But
we attribute the making of the noise not just to the horn but also, in a derivative way,
to the larger whole that contains it. It is clear, however, that the car is not some addi-
tional occult presence that mysteriously joins the horn in producing the honking
noise. Nor is the organism as a whole involved in the experience of consciousness ex-
cept by containing that which is conscious.

This view preserves the claim that we are not identical with our organisms. It
seems, indeed, a conceptual truth that a part is not identical with the whole of which
itis a part. According to this view, I am not identical with an organism, nor am I con-
stituted by one; but I am a part of one. I am, however, a separable part, one capable of
existing and retaining its identity and integrity apart from the whole. If I were to be
separated from my organism, as would happen if my cerebrum were transplanted into
a different organism, my own essential nature would not be diminished. Thus, even
though I am now a part of this organism, I am a distinct and independent substance.
I am, indeed, a whole, with parts of my own. This is not uncommon: it is often the
case that a thing may itself be a whole, comprised of many parts, while at the same
time being a part not just of a single larger whole but of numerous different wholes.

Recall that, according to the constitution view, I and my organism share all of the
same nonhistorical properties. This, I noted, makes it at least prima facie puzzling
why I am not an organism (in the sense of being identical with one) and my organ-
ism is not a person. If, however, I am a part of my organism, there is no reason to sup-
pose that I must share all of my organism’s properties or that it must have all of mine.
A part may share some of the properties of the whole to which it belongs but not oth-
ers. My car’s horn, for example, has the property of traveling at sixty miles per hour
when the car has that property, but does not share with the car the property of weigh-
ing a ton. And as we have seen, my car has the property of emitting a honking noise
when its horn does, but it does not share with the horn the property of weighing ex-
actly three pounds. If, similarly, I do not have all of my organism’s properties and it
does not have all of mine, the challenge of explaining why I am not an organism and
it is not a person does not arise.

Our actual practice in ascribing properties to ourselves and our organisms is not
particularly revealing. Typically, one tends to ascribe all of the properties of one’s or-
ganism to oneself. Yet one may be reluctant to ascribe all of one’s psychological
properties to the organism. For example, one may acknowledge that one is in a bad
mood and yet resist the claim that one’s organism is. Perhaps, however, this is to con-
flate the organism with the body. Many writers distinguish between the two. Perhaps
it is just the body that fails to share one’s psychological properties; perhaps the or-
ganism, which is, after all, an animal, shares them. (For example, although it seems
absurd to say that one’s body is in a bad mood, it may make sense to say that one’s
organism is.) If our practice were not only to ascribe the physical properties of our
organisms to ourselves but also to ascribe our psychological properties to our organ-
isms, that would tend to support the constitution view. Yet a case can be made that in



94 THE ETHICS OF KILLING

practice we do not discriminate sharply between the body and the organism. Thus
one tends to ascribe all of the properties of one’s body to oneself. If, for example, my
body has a freckle, I have a freckle. And we often apply psychological predicates to
bodies or parts of bodies—for example, when we say that a person has a pain in her
toe. It is not obvious that there is anything substantive to be gleaned from our actual
practices in ascribing properties to persons, organisms, and bodies.

It is curious, nonetheless, that one tends to ascribe all of the properties of one’s
organism to oneself. For typically a part does not have all of the properties of the
whole to which it belongs. If I am just a part of this organism, how could I have all
of its properties? Perhaps the explanation is that I am the master or controlling part:
from my point of view, the rest of the organism functions to sustain my existence,
serves as a vehicle for my agency, and provides me with sensory access to the exter-
nal world. In short, although I am only a part of this organism, I am the conscious and
controlling part and therefore tend to regard its other parts as extensions of myself.
This may also help to explain the common view—of which the view I have espoused
is an inversion—that this organism is a part of me. Because I control these hands, I
regard them as parts of me. But this common view, if taken literally, seems implau-
sible. On this view, my organism would be one of my parts (thus my hands would be
parts of one of my parts). What other part or parts am I supposed to have that, to-
gether with the organism, constitute the whole that is me? If there is no soul, the only
other part I might have is my mind. But unlike the soul, the mind is itself generated
by the operations of one part of the organism: the brain. Therefore it does not seem
to be independent from the organism in the way that is necessary in order for the
mind and the organism to be distinct parts that together compose individuals such as
you and me.

Another worry about the idea that one is a part of one’s organism is that it may
seem that mere parts are not fully real entities, or at least that status as a part is rather
lowly, and certainly ontologically subordinate or inferior to status as a whole. One re-
sponse to this concern is to note that some philosophers have held an opposing view
according to which only the more basic constituents of the world (for example,
atoms, or latterly, fundamental particles) are fully real, and that all else (including all
the wholes of which these basic elements are the parts) are mere logical construc-
tions. Alternatively, it might be argued that there is in fact no ontological hierarchy in
which parts are generally ranked lower than wholes, or wholes higher than parts. As
I noted earlier, many things are simultaneously both parts and wholes. Thus one may
be a whole mind, with parts consisting of mental states, even if one is also a part of
an organism, or a whole person at the same time that one is a part of a family or a na-
tion. Hence, to be recognized as a part is not tantamount to demotion from full to
merely partial reality.



Death

1. PRELIMINARIES

Our ultimate aim is to understand the morality of killing. In those instances in which
killing is wrong, it seems that it must be a critical component of the explanation of
why it is wrong that it causes something dreadful to happen to the victim: it causes
him to die. It is, indeed, natural to suppose that it is because it is normally such a ter-
rible misfortune to die that murder is, in general, the most grievously immoral of
crimes. Murder is the most egregious crime because what it inflicts is, in general, the
gravest harm: death.

If this is right, we must, to understand the morality of killing, understand why and
to what extent death is bad for those who die and, in particular, whether some deaths
may be worse than others. The question here is not whether one death can be worse
than another in the manner of its occurrence, for of course it can: one death may, for
example, be more painful or less dignified than another. Nor is the question whether
one person’s death can be worse than another’s for people other than the victims. The
answer to that is also obvious: the death of a person who is widely loved and on
whom many others depend will be worse for the survivors than the death of a person
who was simply a nuisance. Our question is instead whether, holding the manner of
death constant, one person may suffer a greater harm in simply ceasing to exist than
another. If the answer to this question is “Yes,” this raises the further question
whether, if other things are equal, it would be more seriously wrong to kill the one
person than to kill the other.

There are many who believe that the degree to which an act of killing is wrong
varies, if other things are equal, with the extent to which it harms its victim and there-
fore with the extent to which death is bad for the victim. I will examine this and a
closely related view in detail in chapter 3. If either of these views is correct, then in
order to determine how seriously wrong an act of killing is, it is essential be able to
determine, so far as is possible, how bad death is for the victim. Thus, it is if this way
of understanding the wrongness of killing is correct that the subject of this chapter is
most relevant to the morality of killing. It would, however, be unduly coy to conceal
at this point my conviction that this type of view is mistaken. Nevertheless, a view of
this sort will have a crucial role in my larger argument. While such a view seems un-
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acceptable as a general account of the wrongness of killing, it is, I believe, substan-
tially correct as an account of the morality of some acts of killing with which this
book will be particularly concerned.

The evaluation of death is, moreover, of interest in its own right. The subject is of
intense personal interest to many people, particularly those who are oppressed by an
obsessive or morbid fear of death. In attempting to reconcile themselves to mortality,
or to achieve a modus vivendi with the prospect of death, these people often seek
wisdom in the writings of great thinkers from the past. But what they are more likely
to find there is a dreary record of evasion and sophistry.

Just as ordinary people tend to do, many otherwise sagacious people have suc-
cumbed to one or another strategy of denial. Often they avert their thoughts altogether,
dismissing death from their minds with the aid of shibboleths such as “We all have to
go sometime,” without bothering to consider whether it is worse to go earlier rather
than later. More commonly they anesthetize themselves with visions of a beatific after-
life. Even Socrates, for example, serenely drank his hemlock while prating about his
“hope to obtain the greatest good in the other world” and the opportunities he hoped
to have to “converse with Orpheus, Musaeus and Hesiod and Homer.”! Epicurus and
his followers had very different and more interesting arguments for denying that
death can be bad for those who die. I have, however, criticized these arguments at
length elsewhere and will not repeat those criticisms here.?

The practice of wringing a meager drop of consolation from the rags of bad ar-
gument reaches its apogee in the work of Schopenhauer, who otherwise confronted
reality so unflinchingly that he arrived at a vastly grimmer conception of it than is
warranted. He is notorious for having maintained that life is never worth living, that
it would have been better had none of us ever existed. This should, of course, have
dictated his view of death, assuming that to die is to cease to exist. He should have
concluded that death is always to be welcomed as a release from a life of intolerable
misery. But although he gestured at this inference in passing, he never really em-
braced it and certainly did not act on it. Instead he devised arguments for the conclu-
sion that death does not really involve our annihilation, the central one being that “the
imperishability of matter” ensures “the indestructibility of our true being-in-itself.”?
When we die, we nevertheless continue to exist because the matter that composed
our bodies continues to exist: “the living being does not suffer any absolute annihila-
tion through death, but continues to exist in and with the whole of nature.™

To the obvious objection that the stuff into which the matter of one’s body will
eventually be resolved will not be oneself, Schopenhauer has two replies. Here is
the first:

But it will be asked, ‘How is the permanence of mere dust, of crude matter, to be re-
garded as a continuance of our true inner nature?’ Oh! Do you know this dust then?
Do you know what it is and what it can do? Learn to know it before you despise it.
This matter, now lying there as dust and ashes, will soon form into crystals when dis-
solved in water; it will shine as metal; it will then emit electric sparks. . . . It will, in-
deed, of its own accord, form itself into plant and animal; and from its mysterious
womb it will develop that life, about the loss of which you in your narrowness of
mind are so nervous and anxious.’
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In short, even inorganic matter is pretty impressive stuff; so one must not imagine that
one is too exalted to be transmuted into it. The second reply appeals to an analogy:
“the insect that dies in autumn [is] in itself and according to its true essence just as
identical with the insect hatched in spring as the person who lies down to sleep is
with the one who gets up.”®

Perhaps dimly sensing that these replies are less than wholly compelling, Scho-
penhauer concedes that death involves some loss of individuality. Although at vari-
ous points he confidently asserts that death “does not in the least disturb [our] true
and real inner being,” he elsewhere accepts the more muted claim that our survival of
death in the form of inanimate matter is “only as in an image and simile, or rather
only as in a shadowy outline.”” In order that his reader not take this as capitulation,
he hastens to add that “nature, which never lies,” holds “that the life or death of the
individual is of absolutely no consequence. She expresses this by abandoning the life
of every animal, and even of man, to the most insignificant accidents without coming
to the rescue.”® The lesson we should draw from this is that our deaths “should be, in
a certain sense, a matter of indifference to us; for in fact, we ourselves are nature. If
only we saw deeply enough, we should certainly agree with nature, and regard life or
death as indifferently as does she.” Fortunately, Schopenhauer’s restless mind does
not linger to work out the implications of this view for the ethics of killing and sav-
ing but rushes past this argument to yet another. Reverting to the analogy with the in-
sect and the recurring cycle of birth and death, he contends that “it is the species that
always lives, and the individuals cheerfully exist in the consciousness of the imper-
ishability of the species and their identity with it.”!0

And so the chapter goes. It makes painful reading, and contrasts jarringly with
the lucid and penetrating nature of much of the rest of Schopenhauer’s work.

The collapse of Schopenhauer’s intellect in the confrontation with death is paral-
leled by an equally conspicuous evasion in Tolstoy’s Death of Ivan Ilych, one of the
few acknowledged classics on the subject of death. It is in many ways a masterpiece;
it searingly articulates a number of striking insights, most notably that death is par-
ticularly poignant when its prospect brings a realization that the life has been badly
lived. The protagonist, Ivan Ilych, achieves this insight near the end. Yet he is imme-
diately rescued from it by the deus ex machina: for, just as Ivan Ilych is on the verge
of death, Tolstoy grants him an unelucidated epiphany.

“And death? Where is it?”

He searched for his accustomed fear of death and could not find it. Where was
death? What death? There was no fear of death because there was no death.

Instead of death there was light.

“So that’s it!” he exclaimed. “What bliss!” . . .

“Death is over,” he said to himself. “There is no more death.”!!

And then he dies. The revelation is, it is true, immediately preceded by an awakening
of sympathy and compassion for his family; but that alone is insufficient to explain
the ecstatic surrender to death, or the bizarre denial of death, or delusion of immor-
tality, or whatever it is that occurs. We are simply left to guess what the reassuring il-
lumination is. One of Tolstoy’s biographers comments that “it is merely the accept-
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ance of mortality itself which brings him peace”; but not only is there no textual sup-
port for this conjecture, but insofar as Ivan Ilych accepts mortality, this is not an ex-
planation of his finding peace but is itself precisely what requires explanation.'? Tol-
stoy in fact offers nothing to explain Ivan Ilych’s sudden shift from howling terror to
quiet serenity at the moment of his death. Death has not been robbed of its sting;
rather, we, and perhaps Tolstoy himself, have simply been soothed with a bit of liter-
ary legerdemain.

One could go on multiplying examples of this sort of thing, but those I have given
suffice to indicate how specious much of the classical literature is in the consolations
it offers. It is more profitable to turn to our own exploration. First, it is important to
note that, in what follows, I will assume that when we die we cease to exist. Unless
there is reason to suppose that our brains will be resurrected, the Embodied Mind Ac-
count of Identity seems to rule out the hope of an afterlife. But I should stress that I
do not define a person’s death as his ceasing to exist. If that were one’s definition of
death, then to say that we all die would be to imply that there is no afterlife; and, con-
versely, to say that there is an afterlife would be to imply that no one really dies.
While there is some support in ordinary language for the idea that an afterlife would
somehow negate the reality of death, it seems best to leave conceptual space for the
idea that, although we die, we nevertheless continue to exist in another form, or
mode, or world. I will say more about the concept of death in section 1.1 of chapter 5.

2. THE PROBLEM OF COMPARISON

2.1. Immortality

If it is right that when we die we cease to exist, it seems to follow that death cannot
be bad because of its intrinsic features in the way that, for example, suffering is. For
nonexistence has no intrinsic properties, positive or negative. Since the badness of
death cannot be intrinsic, it must instead be comparative. Death must be bad by com-
parison with what it excludes. Thus the central problem in the evaluation of death is
understanding what exactly is excluded by death in any particular case. Obviously the
alternative to death must be continued life, but what sort of life and of what duration?

There is a temptation to suppose that the badness of death must be directly pro-
portional to the value of the life that it excludes. I will later explain why this as-
sumption is mistaken. Death is not bad in exact proportion to the net amount of good
that the life it excludes would have contained. Nevertheless the degree to which death
is bad is a function of the value of that life. So to evaluate the badness of a particular
death we must have some sense of the value of the life that is lost. A complete account
of the badness of death must therefore incorporate an account of the good life: an ac-
count of what it is for a life to go well or badly, what makes some lives better or more
worth living than others, and so on. I will, however, have little to say of a substantive
nature about the good life; rather, the account of the badness of death will be based
on a more formal or schematic account of the value of life, one that focuses more on
the structure of a good life (for example, how length of life and psychological unity are
relevant to the overall value of a life) than on what the contents of a good life might be.

It may seem that the obvious answer to the question, “What is the alternative to
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death?” must be continuing to live forever, infinite life, immortality. It seems, indeed,
a necessary truth that, in the absence of death, one would live forever. This would not
be immortality in the form of an afterlife—that is, an altered existence that follows
death—but an immortality that would consist in an infinite continuation of this life.
It is sometimes assumed that if such an immortal life would be good, it follows that
death must be bad; whereas if an immortal life would not be good, then death is not
necessarily bad, and if an immortal life would be bad, then death—at least at some
point—must be good.

Whether an immortal life would be good or bad depends on what it would be like.
There are indefinitely many possible conceptions of an immortal life. How do we de-
cide which one is appropriate for comparison with death in order to arrive at an evalu-
ation of death?

In the technical literature, there are various proposals for determining whether a
statement of the form “If it were the case that p, then it would be the case that q” is
true. It might be thought that we could appeal to such a proposal in order to arrive at
an appropriate conception of an immortal life. According to the best known of these
proposals, in order to determine what would happen if a person were never to die, we
should imagine that everything would be as much as possible as it actually is except
that the person would never die.'*> We should, it seems, imagine that the person would
continue to age (presumably up to the point at which the aging process could con-
tinue no further without resulting in death), that he would remain vulnerable to non-
lethal injuries and diseases, and so on—because these conditions would be closer to
the way things actually are than if the person were to cease to age at some earlier point
or to become invulnerable to nonlethal injury or disease. But if a person were to con-
tinue to live forever in these conditions, he would soon become incapacitated by the
effects of aging, and it is statistically certain that he would be injured in various per-
manently disabling ways and afflicted with chronic and painful though nonlethal dis-
eases. He would, in short, spend an infinite amount of time paralyzed, or blind, or de-
mented, or depressed, or in chronic pain, or in some combination of these states.

This vision of an immortal life blighted by decrepitude and perpetual disease has
been a persistent theme in mythology and literature. It appears in the myth of Titho-
nus, later explored in the verse of Tennyson, and receives a stark fictional depiction
in the chapter in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels that describes the struldbrugs, who, like
Tithonus, live forever but without “a perpetuity of youth, health, and vigour.”'* The
struldbrugs have

no distinction of taste but eat and drink whatever they can get, without relish or ap-
petite. The diseases they were subject to continue, without increasing or diminish-
ing. In talking they forget the common appellation of things, and the names of per-
sons, even those who are their nearest friends and relations. For the same reason they
can never amuse themselves with reading because their memory will not serve to
carry them from the beginning of a sentence to the end; and by this defect they are
deprived of the only entertainment whereof they might otherwise be capable.'

On learning of them, Gulliver wishes he “could send a couple of struldbrugs to my
own country, to arm our people against the fear of death.”'® And indeed death would
surely be preferable to an infinite life of disease, dementia, isolation, and misery.
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There is, however, no reason to suppose that this is the only coherent or appro-
priate conception of an immortal life. No theory of the logic or semantics of coun-
terfactuals can rule out a conception of an immortal life in which the conditions of
our lives would continue indefinitely to be much the same as they are now. There is,
however, a body of literature that has sought to show that, even with favorable as-
sumptions about the character of an immortal life, immortality would be undesirable;
hence it cannot be bad that we must die at some point. One representative argument
of this sort has been advanced by Richard Wollheim, who writes that, if we were
immortal,

many of the reasons we currently have for choosing this rather than that would be re-
moved . . . Questions whether we should do this rather than that would rewrite them-
selves as questions whether we should do this before or after that, and answers to
those new questions would be found by considering not the intensity of our wants or
the ends to which they are directed, but the favourable opportunities that the present
provides.!”

Thus immortality would be bad, according to Wollheim, because it would drastically
diminish our opportunities for choice; and choice, and all that surrounds it, is part of
what gives life its meaning and interest.

This argument is unconvincing, for three reasons. First, it exaggerates the limita-
tions on choice that immortality would entail. Immortality would not necessarily en-
tail that we could have everything that we want, so that the only problem would be to
arrange the goods of life in an agreeable temporal order. Immortality alone carries no
guarantees about the quality of life and thus even in an endless life there would pre-
sumably have to be continual trade-offs between, say, leisurely pursuits and the ef-
forts required to sustain a certain quality of life, between idle pleasures and the satis-
factions derived from achievement, and so on.

But we can concede that immortality would reduce the occasions for choice, or at
least their relative frequency, and still reject Wollheim’s conclusion. For he also ex-
aggerates the value of choice. Insofar as immortality would narrow the scope for
choice, it would be mainly by eliminating the necessity of choosing among good
things. And while it would be bad if one were to lose the opportunity to choose be-
tween two good things because one of them becomes unobtainable, or because both
become unobtainable, it is seldom a misfortune to lose the opportunity to choose be-
tween two goods because one can have both. (Of course, there is cause for concern
if, as C. P. Snow puts it, “the range of choices becomes so wide that choice becomes
impossible.”!® But this is just a contingent psychological phenomenon—being over-
whelmed and bewildered by an incalculable array of options—and an immortal would
have ample time to adjust to his or her circumstances and overcome any temporary
paralysis of the will.)

Finally, even if we concede that immortality would deprive us of certain opportu-
nities for the exercise of choice, and that this would be a real loss, it does not follow
that immortality would be bad on balance, or all things considered; for clearly the ben-
efits of immortality could outweigh the loss of certain opportunities for choice.

A stronger argument for the undesirability of immortality has been advanced by
Bernard Williams. Suppose we were to become immortal. There would then be two



Death 101

possibilities. Either our characters could remain constant or they could vary, evolv-
ing over time. Suppose that they were to remain constant. In that case, if our future
lives were to involve an endless repetition of the same types of event that we had ex-
perienced previously, immortality would become intolerably boring. If, alternatively,
our experience were to be endlessly varied, it would seem that, if our characters were
to remain fixed and invariant, we would have to be essentially unaffected by our ex-
perience. We would, according to Williams, have to be “detached and withdrawn.”!”
In either case an immortal life would not be worth living.

There is, however, the other possibility: that our characters could evolve over
time. This is in fact the more realistic assumption, since it is common in actual life
for people’s characters to change through adaptation to shifting circumstances. If our
characters and our interests were susceptible to indefinite alteration and growth in re-
sponse to new experiences and challenges, we might forever stay one step ahead of
boredom and satiety.

Williams canvasses this possibility, stating two conditions that would have to be
met for an immortal life of this sort to be desirable. First, “it should clearly be me
who lives forever.” And, second, “the state in which I survive should be one which to
me looking forward, will be adequately related, in the life it presents, to those aims
which I now have in wanting to survive at all.”?* Williams expresses doubts about
whether these conditions could be satisfied in the case of an individual whose char-
acter is in continuous flux over infinite time. It is not obvious, however, that either is
a reasonable condition of the desirability of immortality. Nor is it obvious that either
condition could not be met.

The first condition is that an individual at an earlier time and an individual at a
later time must be the same individual in order for the earlier individual to be ego-
istically concerned about the life of the later individual. Williams suggests that the
radical psychological discontinuity over vast temporal distances in an immortal life
would be incompatible with personal identity (a suggestion that, incidentally, is in
tension with the account of personal identity that he develops elsewhere, according
to which mere bodily continuity is sufficient for personal identity).?! (Tennyson’s
Tithonus laments, “with what another heart / In days far-off, and with what other
eyes / I used to watch—if I be he that watched . . .”)?> Thus, if the conditions of
personal identity make it impossible for a person to continue to exist over an infinite
expanse of time, then it is also impossible for anyone to have an interest in an im-
mortal life.

Both of Williams’s assumptions seem false. First, as we saw in chapter 1, per-
sonal identity is not a necessary condition of rational egoistic concern for the future.
In order for it to be rational for an individual now to be egoistically concerned about
an individual in the future, it is not necessary that they be one and the same individ-
ual; it is sufficient that they be linked by the prudential unity relations. In the case of
an immortal life, however, there is no reason to suppose that the prudential unity re-
lations would diverge from the relation of personal identity itself. But could personal
identity be sustained forever? According to the Embodied Mind Account, the crite-
rion of personal identity is the physical and functional continuity of certain cerebral
structures. And it is of course physically impossible that a human brain could remain
alive and functional forever. While this may seem to clinch Williams’s case, it is in
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fact irrelevant to his argument. Any conception of immortality requires deviations
from the laws of nature as we know them; but since he assumes that we can coher-
ently discuss and evaluate an immortal life, he must be setting that problem aside.
His concern is instead that there may be a necessary incompatibility between per-
sonal survival and the continuous mutation of individual character over infinite time.
But if the account of personal identity that I have developed is acceptable, personal
survival is compatible with radical psychological discontinuity.

Whether Williams’s second condition is reasonable depends on how generously
the phrase “adequately related” is interpreted. If the idea is that all parts of one’s in-
finite future would have to cohere harmoniously with one’s present values, desires,
and ambitions, then clearly an immortal future in which one’s character would be
continuously evolving would fail to satisfy the condition. But interpreted in this way,
the condition is wholly implausible. Because one’s character would always be grad-
ually changing in ways that would permit a sustained interest in life, many of one’s
distant future activities and pleasures would be utterly alien to one’s present values
and interests. But this alone is insufficient to show that immortality would be bad.
Admittedly, it might be the case that one would now have little or no present time-
relative interest in living to experience those potential parts of one’s future life. This,
however, is only partly explicable by reference to the alien character of the values
and interests one would acquire in the further future. If one had to choose between
dying now and undergoing surgery that would have as a side-effect the alteration of
one’s present values and interests, it would not be irrational to think that the surgery
would be in one’s best time-relative interest now. So even the prospect of a sudden,
sharp discontinuity in one’s values and interests is insufficient to nullify one’s time-
relative interest in continuing to live, other things being equal. That being the case,
there must be more to the explanation of why one might now have little or no time-
relative interest in the more distant parts of an immortal life. It is not just that one’s
later values and interests would be different; it is also, assuming that the minds of im-
mortals would work in roughly the same ways that ours do, that only the weakest
possible form of psychological continuity would hold between oneself in the present
and oneself in the more distant parts of one’s immortal future. There would be no di-
rect psychological connections at all, and continuity would obtain, if at all, only by
virtue of the transitive nature of the relation. Because of the immense psychological
gulf that would always separate an immortal from himself in the distant future, the
strength of his present time-relative interest in his own life in the remote future would
be marginal even if that future life would be fully harmonious with his present char-
acter and values. For his time-relative interest in his own distant future would be dis-
counted virtually to zero for the virtual absence of psychological relations between
himself in the present and himself in the far distant future.

Again, however, it is worth stressing that this does not imply that immortality
would be bad. At most, an immortal life would, from one’s present point of view, be
no better than a life that would extend as far into the future as the last element of
one’s present psychology. It seems, however, that it would be better than that. One
need only imagine oneself approaching that later time at which one’s present inter-
est in continued life would supposedly run out. One would then have a strong time-
relative interest in continuing to live beyond that point. And one has some interest
now in assuring the satisfaction of the interests one would have then. Perhaps an in-
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definite iteration of this concern for one’s future concerns is sufficient to ensure that
almost any future life of one’s own would be “adequately related” to one’s present
aims to justify some degree of egoistic concern. But the more important point is that
an immortal with a gradually evolving character would always, at any given moment,
have a strong time-relative interest in continuing to live for a further considerable
time (assuming, or course, that his life would be worth living). Hence death at any
time would always be against the time-relative interests he would have for a consid-
erable period prior to that time. Thus even if an immortal would always, at any given
time, have little or no time-relative interest in living into the very distant future, there
would still be no time at which death would not be bad for him.

I see no reason, therefore, why an immortal life would have to be undesirable.
And the corollary is that there is no reason to suppose that, at some point, death
would necessarily cease to be a misfortune and instead become a desirable release.

Notice, moreover, that even if Williams were right about immortality, this would
not necessarily show that any actual death was not bad. For even if it would be bad to
live forever, the conditions that would supposedly make an immortal life intolerable
might never arise until well beyond the present maximum life span. Thus the alleged
undesirability of immortality is compatible with the claim that every actual death is
bad for the person who dies, relative to continuing to live for a certain further period
and then dying. In short, even if there were necessarily some point at which death
would cease to be bad, it is possible that no one ever reaches that point within the
short space of life as we know it.

2.2. The Token Comparison

There is a distinction implicit in the preceding paragraph that is considerably more
important than the point the paragraph explicitly makes. This is the distinction be-
tween a particular death and the fact that we have to die at some point. When a per-
son has died, we may reflect what a pity it is that he had to die at some point, that he
could not have lived forever; but we are more likely to lament that he died when and
how he did, that he was unable to live somewhat longer—long enough, for example,
to bring his life’s work to completion, to see his children grow to maturity, or to gain
recognition for his accomplishments. If we wish to assess how great his misfortune
was in dying, we do not compare his actual death with a hypothetical course of events
in which he would have lived forever; rather, we compare it with a hypothetical
course of events in which he would not have died that particular death but in which
he would eventually have died some other way. We imagine, that is, a course of
events in which the particular cause of his actual death would not have occurred, not
one in which no cause of death would ever have operated.

In other words, when a person dies and we seek to determine how serious a mis-
fortune it was for him to have died, our concern is with how bad it is that he died this
death rather than some later hypothetical death, not that he died rather than never
dying at all. If this is right, reflections about the desirability or undesirability of im-
mortality are largely irrelevant to our effort to understand the badness of death—
at least when our concern with death takes its usual form. It is of course entirely sen-
sible to ask whether it is bad that we must die rather than continue to live forever; but
this is a different question from the one that weighs so heavily on us when we con-
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template death in some particular instance. When we reflect on certain particular
deaths—Keats’s death at twenty-six, Shaw’s at ninety-four, Swift’s at seventy-eight
after years of slow disintegration into a dreaded dementia—we recognize that some
are tragic, others are relatively benign, and some are belated rescues from a bitterly
detested fate. It is hard to make sense of this spectrum of judgments if we suppose
that the implicit comparison is with immortal life. These judgments instead reflect
our preoccupation with how bad (or good) the particular death is in comparison with
death at some later time.

My concern in this chapter is with the evaluation of particular deaths: how bad it
is for a person to die this death now rather than a later death from a different cause.
Our intuitive judgments about the comparative badness of death for different people
are responses to this question. And, in exploring this question, I will be respectful of
those intuitions. Just as in moral theory I take intuitions that are deeply and perva-
sively held to be presumptively reliable, so in thinking about the badness of death I
will take strongly held intuitions (e.g., that it is generally worse to die in early adult-
hood than in one’s dotage) to be starting points for inquiry that are not to be lightly
abandoned. My aim is in part to discover the deep values and assumptions that under-
lie our intuitive discriminations among different deaths; but if I am able to identify a
unified foundation for our intuitions, I will also try to determine the extent to which
it is rationally defensible and how it might be made more rigorous and coherent.

We have acknowledged that the badness of death must be comparative. If we ask
“How bad is death?”” we must therefore answer the further question, “What is the al-
ternative to death?” We have seen that to pose the question this way is to invite a com-
parison between death and the complete absence of death—that is, immortality. But
this is the wrong comparison; it is not what we are most interested in. Borrowing
from linguistics the distinction between type and token, one might say that we are
less interested in what would happen if the fype of event—death itself—were not to
occur than in what would happen if a particular foken instance of the type—that is,
this particular death—were not to occur. So our question should be “How bad is (or
was) this death?” And to answer it we must answer the further question, “What
would have happened if this particular death—death at this time and of this cause—
had not occurred?” We then compare the actual death with the life the victim would
have had if he had not died when and how he did, and this comparison gives us the
measure of the badness of his death. Since our concern is with what would have hap-
pened had the particular token instance of death not occurred, we can call this the
Token Comparison.

The Token Comparison seems to support a variety of common and compelling in-
tuitions about death. It explains, for example, why it is in general worse to die earlier
rather than later. For, as a rule, a person who dies in early adulthood would, had she
not died then, have enjoyed more of the goods of life before meeting with death from
some other cause than a person who dies in old age. This approach also explains how
death can be good, or a benefit. If the life a person would have if she were not to die
now would be “worth not living,” or worse than no life at all, it would be better for
her to die now rather than later. This recognition allows us to see how either suicide
or euthanasia could be in a person’s interest.

The Token Comparison does, however, raise several difficult questions. We are
supposed to compare a particular death with the life the person would have if he were
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not to die this particular death. Some have interpreted this in the following way. We
should compare the life he has if this particular death occurs with the life he would
have if the death were not to occur. The difference between these two possible lives
is the difference that this particular death would make. If the longer life would be a
better life for the person than the shorter life, the death would be bad for him. This is
the interpretation favored by Fred Feldman, who contends that “we must ask about
the value for him of the life he leads if he dies when he in fact dies; and we must com-
pare that value to the value for him of the life he would have led if he had not died
then. If the life terminated by that death is worse for [him] than the life not terminated
by that death, then his death . . . was extrinsically bad for him; otherwise not.”?* Feld-
man notes that this approach has various merits: for example, it does not involve any
dubious comparison between continued life and nonexistence, but instead simply
compares two possible lives.

This approach may tell us not only whether a particular death is bad but also how
bad it is. The extent to which a particular death would be bad is just the extent to
which the shorter life that ends with that death would be worse than the longer life
that the person would have if the death were not to occur. According to the simplest
version, the extent to which the shorter possible life would be worse is exactly pro-
portional to the net amount of good in the additional period of time that would occur
only in the longer possible life. Feldman’s view is of this simple sort, though it is not
crudely additive, for he insists that the value that an additional segment of time would
add to a life is a complex function of the amount of intrinsic good the segment would
contain and the amount of good the person deserves. The extent to which the addition
of a certain good would contribute to the value of the life depends on whether and to
what extent the good is deserved.?*

The important point to notice is that the badness of a death is measured in terms
of its effect on the overall value of the life as a whole. The extent to which death is
worse (or better) than continuing to exist is proportional to the difference between the
total value the life as a whole would have if the death were to occur and the total
value the life would have if the death were not to occur. Call this the Life Compara-
tive Account of the badness of death.

The Life Comparative Account appears to presuppose that identity is what mat-
ters. If identity is not what matters, there may be cases in which the loss of future
goods through death may matter less from the point of view of the victim at the time
of death because the relations that do matter—the prudential unity relations—would
have held to a weaker degree between himself at that time and himself as he would
later have been had he lived. In these cases, the individual’s interest in continuing to
live, which reflects the extent to which death would be worse for his life as a whole,
is stronger than his time-relative interest in continuing to live. The strength of an in-
dividual’s time-relative interest in continuing to live is, in effect, the extent to which
it matters, for his sake now or from his present point of view, that he should continue
to live. It takes into account how strong the prudential unity relations would be be-
tween himself now and himself in his subsequent life, assuming he were to live.

The notion of a time-relative interest is the basis of a rival approach to the bad-
ness of death. The Time-Relative Interest Account of the badness of death evaluates
death in terms of the effect that it has on the victim’s time-relative interests rather
than on the value of his life as a whole. It holds that the badness of death is propor-
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tional to the strength of the victim’s time-relative interest in continuing to live. The
strength of his time-relative interest in continuing to live is a function of both the net
amount of good his life would contain if he were not to die, and the extent to which
he would be bound to himself in the future, if he were not to die, by the prudential
unity relations.

The Life Comparative Account and the Time-Relative Interest Account coincide
in cases in which the prudential unity relations would be strong. But they diverge
when those relations would be weak. In these cases, the implications of the Time-
Relative Interest Account are more congruent with our intuitions. Consider, for ex-
ample, the death of a developed fetus through spontaneous abortion. According to the
Life Comparative Account, this should be an especially bad death, for the difference
in value between a full human life and a life that ends in utero is enormous. It seems,
indeed, that the Life Comparative Account implies that the worse possible death is
one that occurs immediately after an individual begins to exist. This, however, is hard
to believe. The Time-Relative Interest Account, by contrast, implies that the death of
a developed fetus is substantially less bad, since the badness of its loss of the vast
amount of good that lay in prospect for it has to be discounted for the weakness of the
prudential unity relations that would have connected it to itself in the future.

I will defend this claim in greater detail in section 6.1 of this chapter. (I will also
consider and reject an argument of Feldman’s that attempts to show that the Life
Comparative Account can recognize that the death of a developed fetus is a less bad
death than the death of an older child or adult.) For now, it is enough to note that my
claim is not that it is illegitimate to evaluate a death in the way required by the Life
Comparative Account. On the contrary, the Life Comparative Account requires us to
notice the difference that a particular death makes to the amount of value that a life,
and therefore the world, contains, and that may be an important consideration. My
claim is only that it is not the basis of our intuitive comparative evaluations of differ-
ent deaths.

For the moment, let us put aside the contrast between the Life Comparative Ac-
count and the Time-Relative Interest Account and focus our attention instead on
cases in which they coincide: cases in which the prudential unity relations would be
strong. Even in these cases, the Token Comparison raises further problems. Consider:

The Young Cancer Patient. A man dies of cancer at the age of twenty.

To determine how bad death is for the Young Cancer Patient, one must compare his
death with what would have happened to him if he had not died when he did. But how
can one possibly know what would have happened to him had he not died of cancer?
How long would he have lived? What goods would his life have contained? Just as it
is difficult to predict the future with any accuracy, so it is at least equally difficult to
know what would have happened in a future that is entirely hypothetical. This Epis-
temological Problem is formidable even if the future is fully determined; the diffi-
culties are magnified if people are assumed to have libertarian free will that leaves
the future undetermined to the extent that it depends on human choice.

One response to this problem is to abandon the ambition of evaluating death in
terms of the value of the life it excludes and instead focus just on the opportunities
that it denies us. We can concede, for example, that we have no idea whether the
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Young Cancer Patient would have become a parent if he had not died when he did;
for he might have freely decided not to have children or have been unable to have
them for some reason quite independent of the cancer. Hence we may not be able to
claim that his death denied him the good of being a parent. But we can at least claim
that it denied him the opportunity to become one. In general, we can retreat from
claims about the loss of specific goods occasioned by death and instead evaluate the
badness of death in terms of the opportunities for having various goods that it denies
us. The loss of a certain opportunity can be a misfortune even if one would not have
seized that opportunity had it arisen.

While shifting the focus from goods to opportunities would mitigate the Episte-
mological Problem somewhat, it would not eliminate it altogether; for just as we can-
not be certain what goods a person would have had if he had not died, so we cannot
be certain exactly what opportunities he would have had either. And if he would not
have had a certain opportunity even if he had lived, we cannot say that his death de-
nied him that opportunity.

The Epistemological Problem is real and unavoidable. It forces us to acknowl-
edge that our ability to evaluate a particular death is limited. It would be a mistake,
however, to conclude that evaluation is impossible. Evaluations of death must have a
probabilistic or statistical basis. Based on our knowledge of the way in which a cer-
tain kind of life tends to go, we can hazard a reasonable conjecture, though only at a
fairly high level of generality, about what a given person’s future life would have held
if he had not died when he did. We know, for example, that people who are intelli-
gent, attractive, good-natured, and highly educated and who come from families that
are loving and supportive tend, in general, to enjoy a relatively high level of well-
being and to have lower than average mortality rates. Hence, if the Young Cancer Pa-
tient was such a person, it may be reasonable to assume that, if he had not died of
cancer, he would have had a lengthy and satisfying future. While projections of this
sort are difficult, untestable, and highly fallible, they cannot be dismissed as utterly
unreliable and they do in fact underlie many of the judgments about death that we
make with considerable confidence.

Because our projections of what a person’s life would have been like are of ne-
cessity founded on probabilistic reasoning, they should be discounted for uncer-
tainty. So, for example, even if the evidence suggests that the Young Cancer Patient
would have had a glorious future had he not died when he did, we should neverthe-
less moderate our assessment of the badness of his death to take account of the pos-
sibility that the future life that he lost would have been less good than we suppose.

3. THE METAPHYSICAL PROBLEM

3.1. A Plurality of Comparisons

There is a deeper, more obscure problem we face in making the Token Comparison.
The Token Comparison requires that we ask what would have happened to a person
if he had not died when he did. The problem is that there are indefinitely many ways
in which the person might have avoided that particular death and the different ways
in which he might not have died would have led to his having very different futures.
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In order for the person not to have died, the cause of his death must not have oper-
ated. But there were many different causal conditions that were necessary for the oc-
currence of that particular death and, for each of these many causal conditions, there
were many ways in which it might have been suppressed or might not have operated
to produce that death.

These claims can be illustrated by reference to the following elaboration of the
preceding case.

The Young Cancer Patient. During a holiday at the beach, a child was exposed to ra-
diation from a leak in a nearby nuclear power plant. The radiation damaged a strand
of DNA, causing a mutation in a cell. Later, when the child had grown to young
adulthood, a certain catalyst precipitated the uncontrolled replication of the dam-
aged cell, resulting in the person’s developing acute leukemia. When this person was
twenty, he suffered a severe hemorrhage that deprived his brain of its blood supply,
thereby causing the death of his cerebral tissues, the cessation of brain function, and
systemic organ failure.

Which factor in this sequence of events was the cause of his death? One can of course
say simply that the cancer was the cause of his death. But one could also say that the
cancer was caused by the radiation, so that, ultimately, exposure to radiation was the
cause of his death. Lawyers suing the power plant on behalf of his relatives could
plausibly claim that the leakage from the plant, or the carelessness of the plant man-
agers, was the cause of his death. Or one could say, with equal propriety, that the
cause of his death was the event that precipitated the replication of the cell contain-
ing the damaged DNA. Or if the Young Cancer Patient’s physician were asked by an-
other physician who knew that the patient had leukemia what the cause of his death
was, the appropriate response would be that he had died of a hemorrhage. So any of
these things—the cancer, the leakage, the exposure to radiation, the catalyst, the
hemorrhage—might plausibly be identified as the cause of the Young Cancer Pa-
tient’s death. In any case, each was a necessary condition of his dying when and how
he did: if any one of these things had not occurred, he would not have died that par-
ticular death.

But what would have happened if the Young Cancer Patient had never got cancer
is very different from what would have happened if the hemorrhage had not occurred.
Let us suppose that, had he not got cancer, he would have had a long and prosperous
future. But if he had not died when he did simply because the hemorrhage did not
occur, he would, we may suppose, have lived only for a few more days in a torpid,
semi-conscious state with a certain amount of pain before dying from another com-
plication of the cancer. With which of these alternative courses of events should his
actual death be compared for the purpose of evaluation? Compared to a long and
prosperous future, his death was tragic; compared to living a few more days in a
groggy and painful condition, it might have been a welcome release.

The problem is actually more complicated than this suggests. Not only are there
numerous necessary causal conditions of a particular death, but there are also many
ways in which each particular cause or causal condition might not have resulted in
the death. If, for example, we identify the cancer as the cause of the Young Cancer
Patient’s death, then we can recognize various ways in which this cause might not
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have resulted in the particular death: for instance, the cancer might never have oc-
curred, it might have been cured, it might have gone into remission only to recur
later, and so on. Again, each way in which the cause might not have operated to pro-
duce the particular death would have resulted in a different future for the Young Can-
cer Patient.

Let us call this problem—the problem of determining which of the many differ-
ent ways in which a person might not have died when he did is the appropriate one
for the purpose of comparison—the Metaphysical Problem. To appreciate how this
problem might be relevant to the morality of killing, note that it is often held that the
wrongness of killing is explained at least in part in terms of the harm that an act of
killing inflicts on its victim, which in turn is measured in terms of the loss the victim
suffers by dying. For example, the fundamental premise of one of the most influen-
tial arguments about the morality of abortion is that “the prima facie wrong-making
feature of a killing is the loss to the victim of the value of its future.”?> But as we have
seen, many different futures were possible for a person who is killed, each one cor-
responding to a different way in which he might not have died. And these different
futures are often widely varying in value. Without an adequate response to the Meta-
physical Problem, we will be unable to determine on which of these futures to focus
in estimating the victim’s loss in being killed.

It might be thought that certain reasonably plausible ways of understanding the
badness of death manage to avoid the Metaphysical Problem altogether. It might be
suggested, for example, that, to determine how bad a person’s death is for him, one
should simply survey the desires that the person has at the time of death and treat the
badness of his death as proportional to the badness for him of those desires being un-
satisfied.?® Because most of the person’s desires about how his own life should go are
necessarily left unsatisfied when he dies (the possible exceptions being desires about
what should not happen to him, and the desire to die), it may seem that there is no
need to speculate about what would have happened if he had not died in order to de-
termine how bad his death was.

I have argued elsewhere that views that analyze the badness of death solely in
terms of the effect on the victim’s desires are inadequate.?’ (I will briefly rehearse the
objections in section 6.2 of this chapter.) The relevant point here is that, even if such
a view were otherwise plausible, it would not evade the Metaphysical Problem. For
in order to explain the badness of a person’s death in terms of the failure of his de-
sires to be satisfied, it must be the case that the desires go unsatisfied because of the
death. The fact that the desires fail to be satisfied can be attributed to the person’s
death only if the desires would have been satisfied (or, perhaps, would have had a rea-
sonable probability of being satisfied) if the person had not died when and how he
did. It seems a mistake to suppose that the desires go unsatisfied because of the death
when they would not have been satisfied even if the death had not occurred. If, for ex-
ample, a man dies who desperately wanted to become president of the United States,
it would be a mistake to say that his death frustrated his desire if there was no possi-
bility that he would have become president if he had lived. And in fact we know that
in all people’s lives many desires fade away, are renounced or overcome, or otherwise
fail to persist, while many others are either frustrated or remain forever unsatisfied be-
cause opportunities for their satisfaction fail to arise. In order, therefore, to know
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which of a person’s desires his death prevents from being satisfied, one must at least
have reasonable beliefs about which of his desires would have been likely to be satis-
fied if he had not died. One must, that is, ask what would have happened if he had not
died when and how he did—in short, one must confront the Metaphysical Problem.

Suppose that, on the day before the Young Cancer Patient’s hemorrhage occurred,
his physician had been wondering how grave a misfortune the patient’s death would
be for him. His reason for wondering about this was that he believed it relevant to his
deliberations about whether to take action to avert a possible hemorrhage. His rea-
soning was simple: if the Young Cancer Patient’s death in the immediate future
would be a serious misfortune, the physician would implement costly measures to
avert a possible hemorrhage; whereas if the patient’s death would not be a serious
misfortune, no action would be taken. Suppose the physician concluded that, if the
patient were not to die in the immediate future, he would linger on for a short while
in a dull haze through which only pain could penetrate; and, compared to that, an
immediate death would not be bad. On the basis of this comparison, the physician de-
cided not to try to avert a hemorrhage, which duly occurred the following day.

Did the physician make a mistake? Did he base his evaluation of the Young Can-
cer Patient’s death on the wrong comparison? Clearly not: this was the right compar-
ison to make in deciding whether to attempt to avert a possible hemorrhage. If the cir-
cumstances had been different, a different comparison would have been appropriate.
If, for example, a therapy had unexpectedly become available that promised the pos-
sibility of a remission lasting several years, the appropriate comparison would have
been between an immediate death and the patient’s living for several years free from
cancer and then perhaps dying of a recurrence. In determining whether it would be
worthwhile to administer the new therapy to the Young Cancer Patient, it would be ab-
surd to evaluate the possibility of an immediate death using the same comparison that
is appropriate for determining whether to try to avert a hemorrhage. Different com-
parisons, and therefore different evaluations of the death, are appropriate for different
purposes. The Young Cancer Patient’s immediate death from a hemorrhage is not bad
compared with living on for a few days in a painful and stuporous condition, as he
would if the hemorrhage were averted. But his death now from a hemorrhage would
be quite bad compared with living several more years free from cancer, which would
be the alternative to the immediate death if the new therapy were to become available.

The fact that a death may appropriately be compared to more than one alternative
helps to explain our profound ambivalence about certain deaths. It seems appropri-
ate, for example, for the friends and family of the Young Cancer Patient to be both re-
lieved and deeply distressed by his death. They will naturally regard the death as both
a beneficial release from suffering and a terrible tragedy, involving great loss, not
only to themselves but to the Young Cancer Patient as well. Although these responses
may initially seem incompatible and thus confused, they make sense if we see each
as implicitly based on a different comparison. It makes sense, for example, to regard
the death as good in comparison to the Young Cancer Patient’s living for only a few
more days in great pain, but bad in comparison with the possibility of his being cured
and going on to live a normal life.

These reflections suggest a simple response to the Metaphysical Problem: per-
haps we should abandon the aim of identifying a single alternative to which a death
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can be compared in order to arrive at a single evaluation of the death. Perhaps instead
we should accept that all the ways in which the person might not have died are rele-
vant to the evaluation of his actual death. In the case of the Young Cancer Patient, his
death was good compared to living a few more days in pain, bad compared to expe-
riencing a temporary remission from cancer, and even worse compared to being
cured of cancer altogether. All of these alternatives were possible, as of course were
many others, and the comparison between the actual death and each of the possible
alternatives yields a valid evaluation of the death. So we are left with a variety of
evaluations of the death, all of which are valid, though one may be appropriate in a
certain context or for a certain choice, while another is appropriate for a different
context or choice. But no one of them is the uniquely correct evaluation; none has a
stronger claim to be considered definitive than any other.

A view of this sort has been advanced by John Broome. Broome holds that in no
case does a death have an absolute or nonrelative value, bad or good. Inquiring about
the badness of death at age eighty-two, he contends that “all the significant facts have
been fully stated once we have said what dying at 82 is better than and what it is
worse than. There is no further significant question whether or not dying at 82 is an
absolutely bad thing.”?® He holds this view because he believes that nothing is good
or bad in itself or in a noncomparative way—a belief that is succinctly captured in
the title of the essay in which it is defended: “Goodness Is Reducible to Betterness.”

I believe we should reject Broome’s general claim about value, for reasons that
are irrelevant here. But death is a special case: its goodness or badness is, as I noted
earlier, essentially comparative. If there is no one comparison that is more apt or re-
vealing or significant than the other comparisons that are possible, we may have to
accept that there are indefinitely many answers—each different but all equally cor-
rect—to the question whether and to what extent a particular death is bad or good.
The various different evaluations of the death could be equally correct because each
would implicitly appeal to a different comparison between death and some alterna-
tive possible course of events in which the token death would not have occurred.

It would, however, be puzzling if this were true. Although in a small number of
cases, such as that of the Young Cancer Patient, we acknowledge that divergent and
seemingly conflicting evaluations of the same death make equal sense, in most cases
we find that a single evaluation is adequate and comprehensive, even if we concede
that there were indefinitely many ways in which the death might not have occurred.
Consider, for example:

The Pedestrian. A person is absorbed in his own thoughts and steps absentmindedly
off the curb into the path of a bus. He is killed instantly by the impact.

It seems obvious that the relevant alternative to the Pedestrian’s death was for him
simply to be more alert and not step into the path of the bus. Thus we naturally eval-
uate the death by comparing it to the life he would have had if everything had been
the same except that he had not stepped in front of the bus. It is equally possible, of
course, that he might not have died if, for example, he had taken a shorter step, so that
the bus would have struck him a glancing blow rather than hitting him head-on. Sup-
pose that, if that had happened, he would have survived but with permanent brain
damage and painful physical disabilities. Compared with that way in which he might
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not have died, his actual death may not seem so bad. But even though this was a pos-
sible alternative, we do not consider it. Even if we know that this was possible, that
knowledge does not cause us to have ambivalent feelings about the death. Our sense
that it was tragic that the Pedestrian died rather than staying out of the path of the bus
is in no way tempered by a sense that the death is not so bad compared to the alter-
native of living on with severe mental and physical disabilities.

It is, of course, possible that our single evaluation in cases of this sort is actually
an intuitive distillation from a variety of unconsciously processed comparisons be-
tween the death and some of the ways in which it might not have occurred. But this
seems unlikely. Again, it seems clear that, in thinking about the Pedestrian, we sim-
ply consider the life he would have had if he had looked before stepping into the
street. If that life would have been long and happy, we judge the death to have been
tragic. Other possibilities seem irrelevant.

If this is right, it seems that in most cases we unconsciously follow certain loose
and unarticulated criteria in determining what the relevant alternative to a particular
death is for the purpose of evaluation. In the following subsection, I will try to iden-
tify some of those criteria. But I should stress the limited nature of my ambitions. My
main aim is descriptive: to indicate how we in fact select the terms of comparison
when evaluating a particular death. I will not attempt to defend the rationality of the
ways of thinking that I will identify, though later parts of the argument in this chap-
ter will presuppose ways of thinking of just these sorts. I would of course prefer to
have firmer foundations for those parts of the argument, but I have been unable to
discover a solution to the Metaphysical Problem that seems rationally required. As
others do, I simply follow our practice. Finally, although I will try to indicate how in
many cases, for the purpose of evaluating a person’s death, we come to focus on one
way in which he might not have died, I do not mean to imply that there is always, or
ever, a single, uniquely correct evaluation of any particular death. Often different and
seemingly conflicting evaluations of a death can be justified, each based on a differ-
ent comparison between the death and some way in which it might not have oc-
curred, and each can be a rational guide to action in the appropriate context.

3.2 Criteria for Determining the Appropriate Comparison

It is normally the case that, prior to a person’s death, innumerable futures were pos-
sible for him. Indeed, unless all that occurs is rigidly determined, each of the many
ways in which a person might not have died leaves open an indefinite number of ways
in which his life might have unfolded. Death closes off all these possible futures. In
one sense, therefore, the person loses all of the futures that were possible for him. But
these losses are not additive. While indefinitely many futures were possible, at most
one could ever have been actual. The lost futures are thus related disjunctively rather
than conjunctively: he lost this future, or that one, or that. In general, we tend to see
the greatest loss as subsuming all the lesser ones. We tend to think that, if other things
are equal, the person’s loss of the best of the futures that were possible for him re-
veals the full extent of his misfortune in dying.

Our usual practice, in other words, is to compare the death with the way in which
the person might not have died that would have given him the best future that was
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possible for him. One way in which we do this is to focus on the way in which he
might not have died that would have involved the most complete possible absence of
the condition or event that we identify as the cause of his death. So, for example, in
the case of the Pedestrian we compare the death with an alternative course of events
in which he would not have been hit by the bus at all rather than with one in which
the bus would have struck him a glancing blow, thereby merely injuring rather than
killing him.

There are, however, at least two significant restrictions on our practice of com-
paring a death with a salient possible alternative in which the condition that caused
the death is fully absent and in which the future is thus maximally untainted by other
possible deleterious effects of that condition. One such restriction is that the se-
quence of events with which we compare the death must preserve as much of the per-
son’s actual past as would have been compatible with his not dying. We tend not, in
other words, to compare a person’s death with an alternative possible course of
events in which his earlier life would have been substantially different from the way
it actually was.

In cases in which the cause of death appears suddenly and abruptly (as in an ac-
cident) or is of recent onset (as in a rapidly fatal illness), it is easy to imagine a course
of events in which the cause of death would have been completely absent but in
which the person’s past would have been substantially the same as it actually was.
But in other cases in which the cause of death is a long-standing condition with ill ef-
fects beyond its tendency to result in death, there is no alternative course of events in
which the person’s past would have been much the same but in which the cause of
death would have been completely absent. In these cases, holding the past constant
generally takes priority over imagining the cause of death to be wholly absent. Sup-
pose, for example, that we want to determine how bad it is for someone to die from
a slowly progressive disease that has caused gradual disablement and disfigurement
over a period of decades. We do not compare the death with an alternative in which
the victim never contracted the disease in the first place. For in supposing that he
might not have died, we do not imagine his earlier life to have been different from the
way it actually was. Rather, we compare the death with the possibility of his living
on in a disabled and disfigured condition.

Or consider a variant of the case of the Pedestrian. Suppose that the Pedestrian is
struck by the bus but survives for several years before dying from complications aris-
ing from his injuries. We may still see the accident as the ultimate cause of his death
but, in evaluating that death, our tendency is not to compare it to an alternative pos-
sible course of events in which he was never hit by the bus at all. That supposition in-
volves too radical an alteration of the past. Rather, we compare the death to an alter-
native in which the injuries he sustained would not have proved fatal.

In this insistence on holding the past constant until very near the time of death,
there is more than an echo of David Lewis’s well-known account of counterfactuals.?
According to Lewis, in order to determine whether a proposition of the form “If x had
not occurred, y would have occurred” is true, we consider the hypothetical course of
events (or possible world) in which everything is as much as possible as it actually
was except that x did not occur. If it is reasonable to believe that, in those conditions,
and given the laws of nature, y would have occurred, it is also reasonable to believe
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that the counterfactual proposition is true. (This, of course, is a crude paraphrase of
Lewis’s more precise but also more technical analysis.) It is perhaps worth noting
that an appeal to Lewis’s account does not, by itself, seem to solve the Metaphysical
Problem. For the account can be applied independently to all the various interpreta-
tions of “If he had not died”—for example, “If the hemorrhage had not occurred,” “If
he had been cured,” “If he had never contracted cancer,” and so on. Moreover, inso-
far as Lewis’s analysis discriminates among these interpretations, it seems to favor
the one in which there is least deviation from the way things actually were prior to
the person’s death. In the case of the Young Cancer Patient, this seems to be the al-
ternative in which he gets cancer and is not cured but in which the hemorrhage does
not occur. It is clear, however, that if we compare the death with only that alternative,
our evaluation will be incomplete and even distorted.

Although we tend to hold the past constant in our reflections on what would have
happened if a person had not died, the case of the Young Cancer Patient shows that
our practice is not inflexible. We accept that in this case more than one evaluation is
appropriate and that an evaluation of the death as tragic may appropriately appeal to
a comparison with an alternative in which the victim’s earlier life would have been
rather different. In most other cases, however, the comparison between death and an
alternative in which the victim’s earlier life would have been different normally
yields something different from just an evaluation of the death. Consider again the
person who dies from a long-standing, progressive disease. A comparison between
the actual course of events and an alternative course of events in which the person
would never have contracted the disease in the first place seems to ground an evalu-
ation not of the death alone but of his having the disease, with all its attendant effects,
including disability, disfigurement, and death.

There is at least one further consideration that is worth mentioning. This is that,
in asking what would have happened if a person had not died, we consider only real-
istic alternatives to the death, alternatives that were in some sense possible. In the
case of the Pedestrian, for example, we do not consider the scenario in which he is
“beamed up” by benevolent aliens just prior to impact with the bus. But it is difficult
to say exactly what the terms of this insistence on realism are, beyond merely ruling
out obviously fanciful alternatives to death involving alien intervention and the like.

One suggestion might be that we should (or that we unconsciously do) focus on
the alternative to death (or the way in which a person might not have died) that was
most probable. There are various problems with this, one of which is that in many
cases it does not significantly narrow the field, because there are no discriminable
differences in probability among the various alternatives. It seems, for example,
equally realistic to suppose that the Pedestrian might have been struck a glancing,
nonlethal blow by the bus as it is to suppose that he might not have been hit at all.
And in other cases in which this suggestion does seem to pick out a single alternative
to death as more probable than any other, its selection may be implausible as a basis
for evaluation. Suppose, for example, that in the case of the Young Cancer Patient, we
do not compare the death with alternatives in which he never got cancer at all, as they
all involve his having a very different past. This leaves such possibilities as being
cured, going into remission, avoiding the hemorrhage, and so on. Suppose that it
would have been easy to avert the hemorrhage but that the probability of a cure or re-



Death 115

mission was very low. In that case the most probable alternative to the actual death
seems to have been the course of events in which the hemorrhage would have been
averted and the Young Cancer Patient would have continued to live for a few more
days in pain. But, as we have seen, there is no necessity to suppose that the Young
Cancer Patient’s death can be appropriately evaluated only in comparison with that
alternative.

So, even in those cases (which may be relatively few) in which we can identify
the likeliest way in which a person might not have died, we are not constrained to
evaluate the death only in relation to that alternative. In what sense, then, must our
understanding of the alternative to death be realistic? The constraint might be under-
stood simply as a minimal requirement of possibility: that is, the alternative to the
death must have been realistically possible. As Thomas Nagel contends in his semi-
nal discussion of the badness of death, “we . . . have to set some limits on how pos-
sible a possibility must be for its nonrealization to be a misfortune.”*° If the avoid-
ance of a death was simply not possible, perhaps we should conclude that the death
cannot have been a misfortune.

That even this is open to doubt is suggested by the following case.

The Incurable Patient. A person dies at age twenty from a congenital, genetically
based condition. This condition is invariably fatal and no one who has had it has ever
lived beyond the age of twenty. There is no cure and none on the horizon, no treat-
ment to extend the victims’ lives, and no recorded instance of regression, remission,
or spontaneous recovery. Although the condition causes premature death, it does not
cause significant pain or disability during the victim’s life.

This seems to be a tragic death. But if it is bad, that must be by comparison with a
possible alternative. What is the alternative? There is a clear sense in which it is im-
possible, if one has the condition, to survive beyond the age of twenty. Perhaps, then,
we are suppressing our scruples about comparing the death with an alternative in
which the victim’s earlier life would have been different. Perhaps we are implicitly
comparing the death with the possibility that the person might never have had the
condition at all.

Suppose that it was also not possible for the Incurable Patient to have existed
without the condition. It might be true that the condition was essential to his identity
in the sense that, if the zygote from which he in fact developed had had normal genes
rather than the abnormal ones responsible for the condition, that zygote would have
developed into a different person. In short, without the genes that cause the condi-
tion, the Incurable Patient would never have existed. (Whether a gene or set of genes
of this sort can be essential to a person’s identity in this sense is controversial. I have
discussed this issue briefly elsewhere.’! For the moment, assume for the sake of ar-
gument that the Incurable Patient could not have existed without having this invari-
ably fatal genetic defect. It is worth stressing, however, that this assumption does not
imply that a cure for the condition is necessarily impossible. The claim that the In-
curable Patient could not have existed without the genetic defect is a claim about
whether a person who actually exists could ever have existed had certain conditions
been different at or prior to the point at which he came into existence. It is, in other
words, a claim about the conditions of an individual’s coming into existence, or ever
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existing. It is different in kind from a claim about the conditions of an individual’s
continuing to exist. It is possible that a person could not have come into existence
without certain genes but that, once he exists, he could survive the alteration, replace-
ment, or suppression of the action of those genes.)

We are assuming, then, both that it was not possible for the Incurable Patient to
be cured and that it was impossible for him not to have contracted the condition
(since it was congenital and the genes responsible for it were essential to his iden-
tity). It may therefore seem that it was simply impossible for him to have avoided the
particular death he suffered, except, of course, by dying even earlier. But if there is
no realistic way that he could have lived longer than he did, should our commitment
to realism lead us to conclude that his death cannot have been a misfortune, since it
did not exclude any realistic alternative that would have been better for him?

Suppose that the Pedestrian was also twenty when he was killed by the bus. Is it
plausible to suppose that, because his death was easily avoidable, it was tragic, while
the Incurable Patient’s death, being unavoidable, was not bad at all? Most of us intui-
tively find that the two deaths were equally bad, assuming that other things were
equal. This suggests that our commitment to realism in the evaluation of death is flex-
ible. What exactly are we thinking when we judge the Incurable Patient’s death to
have been tragic?

I suggest that we are implicitly comparing the death to an alternative in which the
Incurable Patient would have lived out a normal life span with a normal quality of life
(given that the condition had not, at the time of death, caused any significant disabil-
ity). This, of course, presupposes the possibility of some sort of cure, which we have
stipulated was in fact impossible. But the impossibility was of a contingent sort. It
was not that a cure was in principle or necessarily impossible—for example, that
the suppression of the effects of the condition was incompatible with the Incurable
Patient’s continued existence. Rather, a cure was in principle possible; it was simply
beyond the resources of science to bring it about at the time. This would be demon-
strated if a cure were eventually discovered. Friends and relatives of the Incurable Pa-
tient might then lament that the cure was not discovered earlier, in time to save him.

It might be objected that it was also possible, in this same sense, that aliens might
have intervened to save the Incurable Patient with some exotic extraterrestrial tech-
nology. But this is the kind of stipulation that is supposed to be ruled out as unreal-
istic. This suggests that it matters to us that the forms of possibility that we invoke
should be familiar. Even if alien intervention is only contingently impossible, it is not
something that ever happens. But it does sometimes happen that a cure is found for
a previously incurable illness. It is therefore reasonable to lament that this did not
happen in the case of the Incurable Patient, even if it is not appropriate to lament the
absence of alien intervention.

In summary, when we seek to evaluate a person’s death, we must concede that
there are indefinitely many ways in which he might not have died and that, in some
cases, comparisons with more than one of these alternatives to death may be appro-
priate and may yield two or more different yet equally justified evaluations of the
death. In other cases, however, we focus on one alternative and ignore the others.
Among the criteria that seem unconsciously to guide our selection of the relevant
alternative are that, to the greatest extent possible, it should completely exclude the
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cause of death and its effects, it should give the person the best future that was open to
him, it should preserve his earlier life as it actually was, and it should have been, in a
suitably weak sense, a realistic possibility, though not necessarily a practical possibil-
ity in the circumstances. These various criteria—and there may be others that I have
missed—may conflict with one another so that trade-offs have to be made. How we
negotiate these conflicts seems to be more a matter of psychology than of rationality.

4. THE PROBLEM OF OVERDETERMINATION

4.1. When Death Would Have Occurred Soon from a Different Cause

It may seem that, once we get past the Metaphysical Problem, the only real problems
with the Token Comparison are epistemological. But this is not so. One further prob-
lem is illustrated by the following case.

The Geriatric Patient. A woman reaches the maximum human life span, the bio-
logical limits of human life. Every organ is on the verge of failing when she dies sud-
denly of a massive hemorrhagic stroke.

This woman’s death in the immediate future was overdetermined in the sense that
any realistic way in which she might not have died of the stroke would have left her
vulnerable to the virtually immediate action of a different cause of death. (The same
would be true again if we asked what would have happened if the alternative cause of
death had not operated either.) Thus the Token Comparison, applied to the case of the
Geriatric Patient, implies that her actual death was hardly a misfortune at all, since it
deprived her of at most only a moment of life.

While it seems clear that the death of the Geriatric Patient is a lesser misfortune
than the deaths of most younger people, it seems wrong to suppose that it is not a
misfortune at all. Thomas Nagel captures our sense of the Geriatric Patient’s misfor-
tune when he observes that “existence defines for [a person] an essentially open-
ended possible future, containing the usual mixture of goods and evils that he has
found so tolerable in the past. . . . Viewed in this way, death, no matter how inevitable,
is an abrupt cancellation of indefinitely extensive possible goods. . . . If there is no
limit to the amount of life that it would be good to have, then it may be that a bad end
is in store for us all.”3

If the case of the Geriatric Patient arouses suspicions about the Token Compari-
son, our skepticism is likely to be further inflamed if we consider a variant of the ear-
lier case of the Pedestrian.

The Young Pedestrian. A young man, aged twenty, absentmindedly steps off the
curb into the path of a bus and is instantly and painlessly killed. During the autopsy,
it is discovered that he had a hitherto silent cerebral aneurysm that would inevitably
have burst within a week if he had not been hit by the bus. And the bursting of the
aneurysm would certainly have been fatal.

In this case, the autopsy reveals that the Young Pedestrian would have died within a
week even if he had not been hit by the bus. The Token Comparison therefore implies
that his actual death was hardly bad at all, for it deprived him of at most a week’s
worth of life.
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This evaluation of the case of the Young Pedestrian seems extremely implausible.
Imagine rushing to the Young Pedestrian’s grieving mother and saying, “Cheer up!
They’ve discovered good news at the autopsy. He would have died within a week
anyway, so his actual death was hardly a misfortune at all.” There is clearly no
ground for consolation in the discovery of the aneurysm.

The Young Pedestrian’s death is overdetermined in a way similar to that of the
Geriatric Patient. By this I do not, of course, mean that the token death was causally
overdetermined in the sense that there were two or more causes, each sufficient on its
own to bring about the actual death, that operated simultaneously. Rather, a type of
event—death—was overdetermined in the near future in that, if the cause of the ac-
tual token death had not operated, a different death would have resulted soon from
the operation of a different cause. In cases in which death is overdetermined in this
latter sense, the Token Comparison has implications that seem implausible. The im-
plausibility may be slight in the case of the Geriatric Patient, but it is glaring in the
case of the Young Pedestrian. Let us call the challenge that cases involving over-
determination pose to the Token Comparison the Problem of Overdetermination.

There are some cases in which the causal overdetermination of a person’s death
in the near future does not seem to challenge the Token Comparison. Here is one
example:

The Cavalry Officer. A gallant young cavalry officer is shot and killed during the
charge of the Light Brigade by a Russian soldier named Ivan. If he had not been
killed by Ivan, however, he would have been killed only seconds later by a bullet
fired by another soldier, Boris, who also had him in his sights.??

It may seem that, if we ask what would have happened if the Cavalry Officer had not
died when and how he did—that is, if he had not been killed by Ivan’s bullet—the
answer must be that he would have died moments later. According to the Token Com-
parison, his actual death was hardly a misfortune at all, as it deprived him of only a
second or two of further life. That seems absurd; but it is not necessarily implied by
the Token Comparison. As we have seen in discussing the Metaphysical Problem,
there are many ways in which the officer might not have died. If everything had been
the same up to the moment before his death except that Ivan’s hand trembled, alter-
ing the trajectory of his bullet, then the officer would indeed have been killed a mo-
ment later by Boris. But that is not the way we suppose that he might not have died
for the purpose of reaching an overall evaluation of his death. Instead, we naturally
see the threats from both Russian soldiers as parts of the same causal sequence.
When we imagine the officer not being killed by Ivan, we imagine him not being
killed by Boris either. We imagine—for example—his riding onto a different area of
the battlefield where he would not have been in range of either soldier’s gun. That
was certainly a possible alternative.

The fact that the causal overdetermination of death seems innocuous in the case
of the officer provides some reason for skepticism about the problem in the case of
the Young Pedestrian. If we are so easily able to avoid the implication that the offi-
cer’s death is only a trivial misfortune, it seems that we should be able to avoid the
comparable implication in the case of the Young Pedestrian. But the solution in the
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case of the Cavalry Officer is not available in the case of the Young Pedestrian. The
bus and the aneurysm are not parts of the same causal sequence. While it may be true
that some of the ways in which the threat of the aneurysm might have been averted
(for example, if it had been detected earlier and surgically corrected) would have al-
tered his life in ways that would also have prevented the bus accident, these are not
ways in which we naturally suppose that he might not have died. All of the ways in
which we naturally imagine the bus accident not occurring would leave the threat
from the aneurysm in place. So there is no realistic interpretation of the clause “if he
had not died” that would enable us to compare the Young Pedestrian’s actual death
with an alternative in which he would have had a long and prosperous future. Yet
surely the mere fact that the threats from both soldiers seem to be part of a single
causal sequence is insufficiently significant to explain how the officer’s death could
be tragic while the Young Pedestrian’s death is only marginally worse than that of the
Geriatric Patient.

Fred Feldman has offered a response to the case of the Cavalry Officer that might
be thought to solve the Problem of Overdetermination in the case of the Young Pe-
destrian as well. Feldman, as we have seen, advances an account of the badness of
death that combines the Token Comparison and the Life Comparative Account. Bas-
ing his account on what he calls “the standard account of the meaning of subjunctive
conditionals” (that is, Lewis’s theory), and invoking its associated apparatus of pos-
sible worlds, he offers the following general account:

Suppose we are wondering whether it would be bad for a certain person, s, to die at
a certain time t. Then we must ask about the value for s of the [nearest] possible
world that would exist if s were to die at t; and we must compare that value to the
value for s of the [nearest] possible world that would exist if s were not to die at t. If
the death-world is worse for s than the non-death-world, then s’s death at t would be
bad for s; otherwise not.>*

Feldman acknowledges that this account is challenged by the case of the Cavalry Of-
ficer. His response is, first, to distinguish among a variety of distinct states of affairs—
for example, that the officer “dies exactly at t,” that the officer “dies as a result of
being shot by Ivan,” and that the officer “dies in his youth.” The first two of these, he
contends, “are not very bad for” the officer; neither deprived him “of much happi-
ness, since if he hadn’t been killed at t by Ivan, he would have been killed seconds
later by Boris. . . . The real tragedy here is not that he died exactly at t, or that he died
as a result of being shot by Ivan; the real tragedy is that he died so young.”® Ac-
cording to Feldman, the appropriate comparison is with “the nearest possible world
in which” the officer does not die young—that is, with the alternative in which the
officer “does not die in his youth, but is otherwise as much as possible like he is here
in the actual world.”*® If we ask what would have happened if the officer had not died
young, the answer is presumably that he would have lived “a long and happy life.”?’

Perhaps a similar solution can be applied to the case of the Young Pedestrian.
Feldman’s approach invites us to find the state of affairs associated with a person’s
death that seems to capture our sense of why the death was bad and then to compare
the death with the alternative that is most like the actual course of events except that
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that state of affairs does not occur. In the case of the Young Pedestrian, the very same
maneuver may seem to work: we identify his misfortune as “dying young” and then
compare the death with the nearest alternative in which he does not die young.

There are, however, objections to this approach. First, Feldman’s response to the
case of the Cavalry Officer effectively shifts from the evaluation of the actual death—
the token event—to the evaluation of a type of event: death in the near future. The
comparison is no longer with the nearest possible world in which the victim’s actual,
particular death does not occur but with the nearest possible world in which he does
not die any death until he is no longer young. What this comparison reveals is not
how bad the particular death was but how bad a certain type of event—death while
young—would be in his case. Feldman has, in effect, changed the subject. It should
be no surprise that, once the subject has been changed in this way, the Problem of
Overdetermination disappears. The Problem of Overdetermination arises when vari-
ous potential causes of death are lined up seriatim in the relatively near future. When
Feldman stipulates that the officer’s misfortune is to die young and compares his
death with his not dying young, he is comparing the death with an alternative in
which none of the potential causes of death that might have operated while the offi-
cer was young are present. There is no longer a Problem of Overdetermination be-
cause the death is compared with a hypothetical alternative in which none of the po-
tential overdetermining causes of death operates.

Second, there is a disturbing arbitrariness about identifying the misfortune of ei-
ther the Young Pedestrian or the Cavalry Officer as “dying young.” We are, according
to Feldman, to imagine the absence of successive causes of death up to the end of the
victim’s youth. But why stop there? There seems to be no principled reason why the
death should be compared with the closest alternative in which the victim does not
die young rather than, for example, with the closest alternative in which he does not
die prematurely, or in which he does not die before reaching old age, or in which he
does not die before attaining the maximum human life span, or in which he does not
die at all.

Feldman’s response to the Problem of Overdetermination is ad hoc. But it seems
to be inspired by a line of thought that has a certain plausibility. I will sketch that line
of thought in the following section. We need an explanation and defense of our sense
that the Young Pedestrian suffers a tragic misfortune—a misfortune that is signifi-
cantly greater than that of the Geriatric Patient. The problem is that, because for both
of them death is overdetermined in the near future, the Token Comparison implies
that neither’s death constitutes a significant misfortune. I will return later to the ques-
tion whether the Geriatric Patient suffers a misfortune. For the moment, I will focus
on the case of the Young Pedestrian.

4.2. The Inheritance Strategy and the Problem of the Terminus

I have suggested that one who cared about the Young Pedestrian would derive no
consolation from learning that, if he had not been killed by the bus, he would have
died soon anyway. Let us consider why that is. Suppose that the Young Pedestrian
had not been killed by the bus but had then died a week later from the bursting of the
aneurysm. How ought that hypothetical death to be evaluated? Presumably it would
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have been a tragic death. Assume that there would have been no overdetermination of
death in the near future in that case: for example, if the Young Pedestrian had not died
from the aneurysm, he would have lived another forty years before dying of a heart
attack at age sixty. According to the Token Comparison, the death from the aneurysm
would have deprived the Young Pedestrian of forty years of life. But if death from the
aneurysm would have been tragic, how could the death in the bus accident a week
earlier fail to be even worse? Let t, be the time of the bus accident and t, be the time
of the bursting of the aneurysm. It seems that, if the death at t, from the aneurysm
would have deprived the Young Pedestrian of a great deal of good beyond t,, the
death at t; must have deprived him of all of that good as well as the good between t,
and t,. For it simply makes no sense to suppose that the earlier death at t, could be
less bad, indeed substantially less bad, than the death at t,—though this is what the
Token Comparison, applied discretely to each death, seems to imply.

This argument can be iterated. Let t; be the time that the Young Pedestrian would
have had the heart attack at age sixty if he had not died either in the bus accident or
from the aneurysm. Death from the heart attack at t, could also have been bad, and
the Token Comparison explains why. Suppose that if he had not died from the heart
attack at t, he would have lived another twenty years until he died from a stroke at
time t,. But if death at t, from the aneurysm would have been worse than death at t,
from the heart attack, and death at t; would have been worse than death at t,, then it
follows that death at t, would be worse than death at t,. And surely that is plausible:
it would be worse for the Young Pedestrian to die at age twenty from an aneurysm
than to die at age eighty from a stroke (assuming, of course, that the intervening life
would be worth living). But notice that the same reasoning applies to death at t, in the
bus accident. If death at t, is worse than death at t,, surely death at t, is worse than
both. If death at t, would have been bad because it would have deprived the Young
Pedestrian of the good his life would have contained between t, and t,, then death at
t, must be worse than death at t, for the same reason. Death at t,, therefore, must de-
prive the Young Pedestrian not only of the good his life would have contained be-
tween t; and t, but also the good it would have contained between t, and t,; otherwise
it is difficult to see how the death at t, could be worse than the death at t,. The death
att, inherits the badness of the hypothetical death at t,. But the logic of the argument
transfers along the entire series of potential deaths. If death at t, is bad relative to
death at t,, and death at t, is bad relative to t,, and death at t, is bad relative to death
at t,, and so on up to death at t , then death at t, is bad relative to death at t . The ac-
tual death at t; must inherit the badness of each potential death relative to the next hy-
pothetical death in the queue all the way to death at t .

actual death:  burst

bus accident  aneurysm heart attack  stroke
tI t2 t3 t4 tn
age 20 age 60 age 80

Let us call this approach to the Problem of Overdetermination the Inheritance
Strategy. It suggests that the Token Comparison cannot be right. According to the In-
heritance Strategy, we do not in fact evaluate a death by comparison with the future
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life that the victim would have had if only the actual death had not occurred. Rather,
we evaluate it by comparison with the future the victim would have had if the actual
death had not occurred and if all subsequent potential deaths up to some point would
not have occurred either. In imagining this alternative to the victim’s death, we imag-
ine that the cause of the actual death did not operate; and we imagine that the next
cause of death that would have operated if the actual death had not occurred also
would not operate; and so on. But we do not imagine that other evils that would have
been independent of the various causes of death would not occur. These we hold con-
stant in an effort to evaluate the quality of the life that the victim would have had in
the absence of death up to a certain point.

The Inheritance Strategy is intended to capture the idea that the death in the bus
accident already deprives the Young Pedestrian of all that the death from the
aneurysm would have deprived him of had he lived. But there is an alternative way of
arriving at this conclusion. We assume that the Young Pedestrian loses, or is deprived
of, an adult life. Even though the aneurysm would have deprived him of that life if
the rendezvous with the bus had not, it was the bus that in fact brought about the loss.
Thus we attribute the loss of his adult life to its actual cause—the actual death in the
bus accident—rather than to any further hypothetical causes. This view is supported
by a comparison with our reasoning about the attribution of responsibility for a loss
in cases involving killing. An example of this reasoning is given by Matthew Hanser.
He sketches an example in which X maliciously kills Y knowing that, if he were not
to do so, a group of Mafia hit men would certainly kill him (i.e., Y) only moments
later. Hanser comments that “there is a sense in which Y’s death . . . deprives him of
no more than a few moments of life . . . Taking the broader view, however, Y suffers
the same loss he would have suffered had the hit men not been in the picture: the loss
of being cut down in the prime of his life. If Y’s actual death (brought about by X)
does not produce this loss, what does? Not anything the hit men cause to happen, for
they have no influence on how events actually unfold.”3® A similar point might be
made with respect to saving a life. If X snatches a child out of the path of an oncom-
ing truck, we credit X with having saved the child’s life even if Z was standing by
ready to save the child if X had not.*

There is, however, a problem with these claims—a problem that I believe ulti-
mately undermines the Inheritance Strategy as well. Hanser assumes that, in the case
he presents, X’s killing Y causes a loss of life beyond that which Y would have had
up to the point of being killed by the hit men. But what reason is there to suppose that
X’s act causes the loss of life that’ Y would not in fact have had even if X not done the
act? It seems false to say that X’s act prevents Y from having a life that he would not
in fact have had even if X had not acted. I suspect that our readiness to accept that X’s
act deprives Y of a lengthy future derives from a confusion. We implicitly make two
assumptions about this example: that Y is deprived of a lengthy future and that X’s
killing Y is seriously morally wrong. And given the normal connection between
killing and deprivation, the two beliefs are naturally associated in our minds: we as-
sume that X’s wrongful act causes Y’s loss and that this explains the egregious
wrongness of X’s act. But this association can be broken. As I will argue in chapter
3, most of us believe, on reflection, that killing is wrong for reasons other than that it
inflicts a loss on the victim. Thus most of us believe that it would be wrong for X ma-
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liciously to kill Y even if he knew for certain that Y would otherwise die within min-
utes of a cerebral hemorrhage. In this case, however, we would be less inclined to
claim that X’s act caused Y to lose a lengthy future. Perhaps this is because we regard
the occurrence of a hemorrhage as outside the scope of human volition and thus cer-
tain to occur in a way that what we assume to be the free action of the hit men could
never be.

This is just speculation. The important point is that Hanser assumes that Y suffers
a great loss. And he claims that the only plausible candidate for the cause of that great
loss is X’s act of killing. But he can assume that Y’s loss is great only if it is a loss of
life that Y would have had if he had not been killed by X and if he would not have
been killed by the hit men. Here we see the similarity between Hanser’s view and the
Inheritance Strategy. Both presuppose that a person may lose more in dying than
merely what he would have had if his actual death had not occurred. Both presuppose
that, in assessing a person’s losses in dying, we are entitled to compare the person’s
actual death with what would have happened not only if that death had not occurred
but also if other, later, hypothetical deaths would not have occurred either.

Again, Hanser must be assuming that, if Y had not been killed by X, his life might
not have been ended by the hit men either (even though in fact it would have been)
and that this is essential to measuring Y’s loss. Similarly, the Inheritance Strategy as-
sumes that the Young Pedestrian loses life beyond both the actual bus accident and
the various further hypothetical causes of death. The crucial question is this: What is
the full extent of each’s loss? What is the limit to the losses we are entitled to attrib-
ute to each? The answer, of course, depends on what we take to be the outermost
boundary of the life that each could (not would) have had in the absence of the actual
death. In the case of Hanser’s Y, if he lost more than just the few moments between
his actual killing by X and the death he would have met at the hands of the hit men,
at what point should we imagine the lengthy life he lost as ending? In the case of the
Young Pedestrian, the Inheritance Strategy measures the loss he suffers from the ac-
tual death at t; by comparing the life that ends then with a hypothetical life that ter-
minates at time t ; but what is t ? In each case, at what point does it become inappro-
priate to imagine the hypothetical life being further extended by asking what would
have happened if yet another hypothetical death would not have occurred? These var-
ious questions pose what I will call the Problem of the Terminus.

Earlier I suggested that there are inchoate intimations of the Inheritance Strategy
in Feldman’s response to the Problem of Overdetermination. There is also a response
to the Problem of the Terminus. Recall that, in the case of the Cavalry Officer, Feld-
man claims that “the real tragedy is that he died so young.” The suggestion is that the
officer’s actual death should be compared with an alternative possible course of
events in which he does not die young. And there is a similar suggestion in Hanser’s
claim that X “suffers the . . . loss of being cut down in the prime of his life.” We are,
it seems, to evaluate X’s death by comparison with a life in which he dies beyond
his prime.

These suggestions are ad hoc and rather arbitrary. But perhaps they can be re-
fined. What they have in common is the sense that, because death is at some point in-
evitable, what is bad is a premature or, as it is often said, “untimely” death. On this
view, we should compare a person’s death with a life that he could otherwise have
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had in which he would not have died prematurely. We would continue to ask what
would have happened if each successive hypothetical death had not occurred, but
only up to the point at which death would not longer have been premature. At what
point does death cease to be premature? One answer is that a death is not premature
if it occurs after a person has lived a normal life span.

There are, of course, many problems in determining what constitutes a normal
life span. The average life span at a given time varies enormously over human his-
tory and even now varies considerably from one society to another. Should we take
the normal human life span to be something like the average over all of human his-
tory? (If so, when do we suppose human history to have started?) Should we take it
to be the present average for our own society? There is, I think, an ineliminable ele-
ment of arbitrariness to the selection of a measure of the norm. There is no single ob-
jective standard for a normal human life span. What counts as normal depends on
whom we are concerned to compare ourselves with. Our actual tendency seems to be
to compare ourselves with the members of the population with whom we most
strongly identify ourselves. If one is an American of the early twenty-first century
and the average life span for members of that population is around the mid-seventies,
then one may feel cheated if one expects to die significantly prior to reaching that
age, even if one’s life will be significantly longer than the average life span for sub-
Saharan Africa during the same period of time. Similarly, if one is a sub-Saharan
African who lives well beyond the average for one’s own society, one may feel for-
tunate even if one expects one’s life to be considerably shorter than the average
American life span.

There is also, however, a tendency to compare oneself with the members of the
most fortunate population among one’s contemporaries. Thus sub-Saharan Africans
who are aware of the difference between their average life span and that of contem-
porary Americans are likely to conclude that they themselves are dying prematurely.
But when Americans who live into their seventies are confronted with the same in-
formation about differences in mortality rates, they are unlikely to think of them-
selves as having lived well beyond a normal human life span. Roughly speaking, one
tends to think of a death as premature if it occurs prior to the average time of death
for the most advantaged populations among one’s contemporaries or near contem-
poraries.

Whatever we take the normal human life span to be, it is absurd to suppose that
it sets the limit to the degree of misfortune that a person can suffer by dying. If we
were entitled to compare a person’s death with the life he could otherwise have had
but only up to the end of a normal life span, then no one who dies after having lived
beyond the normal life span could be said to have suffered a misfortune. Yet even if
we assume that the normal life span is quite long, an energetic person brimming with
plans and ambitions surely suffers a misfortune in being run over by a bus irrespec-
tive of whether he has already lived beyond the normal life span.

The normal human life span cannot, therefore, be the end point of the hypotheti-
cal life—the life a person could have had—with which we compare his actual life in
order to evaluate his losses in dying. But we have not exhausted the possible under-
standings of what counts as a premature death. An alternative understanding is that
any death is premature that occurs prior to the maximum human life span. According
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to this notion of the terminus for comparisons, we should continue to ask what would
have happened if successive possible causes of death had not occurred until we reach
the point at which the hypothetical life could not have continued without exceeding
the maximum possible life span. In evaluating a person’s death, we ought, in effect,
to compare the life that ended with that death to the life the person could have had if
no cause of death had operated until he reached the maximum life span.

Schopenhauer held that any death that occurs before the body reaches its own
internally determined limit is a premature death. In Parerga and Paralipomena, he
wrote:

in the Upanishad of the Veda . . . the natural duration of human life is stated to be a
hundred years. I think this is correct because I have noticed that only those who have
passed their ninetieth year attain to euthanasia, that is to say, die without illness,
apoplexy, convulsions, or rattles in the throat; sometimes they die without turning
pale, often when seated and after a meal; or rather they do not exactly die, but simply
cease to live. At any earlier age one dies merely of disease and hence prematurely.*’

Schopenhauer does not explicitly say that it cannot be bad to die when the body
reaches its own natural limit; but the implication may be there.

It is now commonly assumed that the natural limit to human life, or the maximum
human life span, is not a hundred years but just a little over 120 years. The longest-
lived person about whose birth and death dates we have reliable data was a French
woman who died in 1997 at the age of 122.* So we might interpret the current pro-
posal to mean that we should evaluate a person’s overall loss in dying by comparing
the actual death to an alternative in which the person would have lived to be about 122.

This, however, presupposes a particular sense of the notion of the maximum
human life span—namely, the maximum life span that any human being is known to
have attained. An alternative understanding of the maximum is the longest that it is
biologically possible for human beings to live as they are now constituted. Many
gerontologists believe that it is possible for human beings as they are now constituted
to live longer than anyone has lived hitherto by restricting the number of calories they
consume daily while at the same time satisfying various nutritional requirements. No
one knows what the maximum human life span is in this sense.

One argument for making the maximum life span the terminus for comparisons
might be that it keeps the comparisons within the bounds of physical possibility. But
there is surely some variation in what is physically possible for different individuals.
Thus if part of the concern is with realism, we must accept that the maximum, and
thus the terminus for comparisons, is variable. Otherwise we might have to compare
an individual’s death with a life that was longer than what was physically possible for
him. But if the terminus is variable in this way, one implication might be that an in-
dividual who dies at a substantially earlier age than another would nevertheless suf-
fer a lesser misfortune because his maximum was correspondingly lower. This seems
implausible.

There are other objections. The Inheritance Strategy requires that we compare a
person’s death with the life he would have had if successive causes of death had been
absent but in which other conditions had evolved naturally. Because we assume that
other conditions would be unaltered, taking the terminus for comparisons to be the
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maximum life span will yield evaluations of death as less bad than it seems intu-
itively. To see this, consider the case of someone who dies at age 60 when the pre-
sumed maximum life span (whether this is his individual maximum or the maximum
for human beings as they are presently constituted) is 140 years. Suppose that when
he died he was beginning to suffer from certain progressive degenerative conditions.
While he could have lived comfortably with these conditions for another 20 or 30
years, they would after that have begun to cause increasing pain that could not have
been fully relieved. Suppose that they would have made the final 40 of his projected
140 years unbearable. If the agony of those final 40 years would have outweighed the
good of the projected years from 60 to 100, the Inheritance Strategy implies that his
actual death was good for him. Given that he would not in fact have lived to be 140,
this seems absurd.

Finally, taking the terminus to be the maximum life span for human beings as
they are currently constituted implies that it cannot be a misfortune to die at that max-
imum. But we must consider the possibility that the maximum life span could be ex-
tended by altering the present biological constitution of human beings, perhaps
through genetic engineering. Suppose that a scientist discovers how to modify our
genetic constitution in a way that would extend the present maximum human life
span. But just as he is about to reveal how we could extend our lives beyond the pres-
ent maximum, he is struck by lightning and his secret dies with him. If that would be
a misfortune for us, the maximum life span for human beings as they are currently
constituted cannot be the terminus for comparisons.

I have argued that neither the normal human life span nor the maximum life span
is the appropriate terminus for comparisons in evaluating the losses involved in
death. It seems, in fact, that we can always continue to ask: “What would have hap-
pened if the person had not died then?”” That is, for each successive death a person
might have died, we can always ask what would have happened if that death would
not have occurred—even if the continuation of life would, in the circumstances, have
in fact been impossible. (It makes perfect sense to ask what would have happened if
something that is in fact impossible were to occur—for example, if the law of uni-
versal gravitation were an inverse cube law rather than an inverse square law.) If this
is true, there is no terminus, no point at which, if a person’s actual death had not oc-
curred, the life he could have had must be assumed to end, or could not be supposed
to have gone on.

But if we continue to pose the question indefinitely—what would have happened
if that cause of death would not have operated, or the next one, or the next ... —
we can know in advance the pattern that the answers will take. If we assume that
the other conditions of life, such as aging, would evolve as they normally do, we
know that there must be some point, which no doubt varies from person to person, at
which a person’s life would cease to be worth living. In short, if we imagine a person
continuing to live indefinitely while remaining vulnerable to such evils as disease, in-
jury, and aging, we are in effect imagining a struldbruggian immortality. If we com-
pare each actual death with such a hypothetical life, we will conclude that every
death is good because the evils of the struldbruggian life would outweigh any goods
the person could have had before his life ceased to be worth living. This is clearly
absurd. Of course, we would not be limited to comparing a death just with a hypo-
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thetical life with no terminus. We could compare an actual death with any of the hy-
pothetical deaths that might have occurred later, and we could compare different
hypothetical deaths with one another. But again the pattern of evaluations is obvious.

Just as we know that any actual death is better than living forever in a struld-
bruggian state (which is the moral of Swift’s tale), so we also know that an actual
death is worse than dying later but prior to the point at which one’s life would have
ceased to be worth living. And an actual death might be worse or might be better than
a hypothetical death somewhat beyond the point at which the life would have ceased
to be worth living, depending on whether the remaining good life would have out-
weighed the period that would not have been worth living. Finally, any actual death
would be better than any hypothetical death well beyond the point at which the life
would have ceased to be worth living. We are left, in short, with a plurality of evalu-
ations, all of which are obvious and none of which seems genuinely informative. We
might learn something of interest if we could determine by how much an actual death
preceded the point at which the life would have ceased to be worth living. But that
point, too, is wholly arbitrary as a terminus for comparisons: sometimes life does
continue after it has ceased to be worth living.

This entire line of thought is in any case idle, for after a point the necessary com-
parisons simply cannot be made. The Inheritance Strategy requires that we compare
a person’s actual death with the life he could have had if the actual death had not oc-
curred and if successive possible deaths would not have occurred either. But we must
assume that other conditions of the person’s life would have evolved normally (or as
normally as possible in the absence of death); for otherwise we will not be asking
only what would have happened in the absence of successive causes of death. We will
instead be asking what would have happened in the absence of death and certain
other conditions as well. And that question yields an evaluation of more than death
alone. But in fact it is incoherent to suppose that life could continue indefinitely
while conditions such as disease, injury, and aging would evolve normally. Condi-
tions such as these often evolve toward death. Indeed, the process of aging and the
progression of certain diseases are such that the disintegration and death of the or-
ganism are the necessary ultimate outcome of their indefinite continuation. It is
therefore a necessary impossibility for a life to contain these evils in the forms in
which we know them without terminating in death. The struldbruggian immortality
is incoherent.

4.3. Overall Losses in Dying

If there is no terminus, and if we cannot coherently continue to ask what would have
happened if death had continued not to occur but other conditions had evolved nor-
mally, we must abandon the Inheritance Strategy. We should, I believe, return to the
Token Comparison. But this leaves us where we began with the Problem of Overde-
termination. In the case of the Young Pedestrian, for example, the Token Comparison
implies that his death is only a minor misfortune, since it deprives him of only a
week’s worth of life. Is it possible to accept the Token Comparison and yet preserve
our sense that the Young Pedestrian suffers a grave misfortune?
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I believe it is. The Young Pedestrian’s misfortune, we may suppose, is to lose a
long and happy future—at a minimum, the forty years of life he could have had up to
the fatal heart attack he would have suffered at age sixty. This is a serious misfortune.
But the loss of that future is not attributable just to the Young Pedestrian’s death. For
it is not true that he would have had a long and happy future if only his actual death
had not occurred. This is, in fact, a central objection to the Inheritance Strategy: it
sees the Young Pedestrian’s death as responsible for his losing goods that he would
not have had even if the death had not occurred. The truth is that the Young Pedes-
trian would have had a long and happy future only if two circumstances had been dif-
ferent: namely, if he had not been killed by the bus and if, had he not been killed by
the bus, he would not have died of a burst aneurysm. His misfortune in being de-
prived of a long and happy future is therefore attributable not just to his actual death
but also to the fact that, if he had not died in the bus accident, he would have died a
week later from a burst aneurysm. His loss is attributable to these two misfortunes,
one actual and one hypothetical. (Even though the second misfortune was hypotheti-
cal, the threat—the aneurysm—was actual.)

The temptation to blame the Young Pedestrian’s death for his loss of a long and
happy future may arise from the fact that the loss is attributable to death, understood
as a type of event rather than a particular token event. His loss is properly attributed
to a disjunction: his actual death or, if not that, then a different death soon thereafter.
If we blur the actual and the counterfactual death together, we may simply assign the
loss to death without noticing that it is not solely the actual death that is responsible
for the full loss.

To avoid this kind of confusion, we should distinguish the loss that is attributable
entirely to a person’s death from his overall loss, which is his loss of whatever good
was in prospect for him but of which he was deprived by a variety of factors, includ-
ing his death. The notion of a person’s overall loss is illustrated by the following case:

The Accident Victim. A young man of twenty suffers an accident that causes exten-
sive brain damage, leaving him severely cognitively impaired in a way that blights
his previous hopes for the future. A week later he is killed in the middle of the night
by an earthquake that completely destroys the house in which he lives.

Suppose that if neither the accident nor the earthquake had occurred, the Accident
Victim would have had a long and happy future. It is obvious in this case (as it is not
in the case of the Young Pedestrian) that his loss of that future is not attributable to
the death alone, for the accident had, in a sense, already deprived him of much of the
good of which, had the accident not occurred, he would have been deprived by death.
(In this respect his situation is similar to that of the Young Cancer Patient, whose dis-
ease has altered his prospects for the future in a way that affects the value of his
death.) The loss of a long and happy future is the Accident Victim’s overall loss and
is attributable to the combined misfortunes of the accident and the death.

The Young Pedestrian, too, loses a long and happy future (at least forty years of
life up to the point at which he would have died of a heart attack), though, as in the
case of the Accident Victim, the whole of this loss is not attributable to his death.
The loss of a lengthy future is his overall loss and is, as I noted earlier, attributable to
the conjunction of his actual death and the fact that, if that death had not occurred, he
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would have died soon of the aneurysm. Note that his overall loss is the same as his
loss from death would have been if he had been run over by the bus but had not had
an aneurysm at all.

There is an understandable tendency in the literature on death to conflate the loss
that a person suffers from death alone with the overall losses he suffers in dying.
Nagel, for example, writes that “countless possibilities for [an individual’s] contin-
ued existence are imaginable, and we can clearly conceive of what it would be for
him to go on existing indefinitely. However inevitable it is that this will not come
about, its possibility is still that of the continuation of a good for him, if life is the
good we take it to be.”*? Thus, as I noted earlier, he concludes that “death, no matter
how inevitable, is an abrupt cancellation of indefinitely extensive possible goods.”*
Given that his claim takes this general form, Nagel cannot be referring to what would
happen in the absence of only the actual death, or even (as the Inheritance Strategy
invites us to imagine) to what would happen if death were indefinitely postponed but
the other conditions of life were to evolve normally. He must instead be referring to
what would happen if not only death were indefinitely postponed but also various
other causes of misfortune and deprivation were not to occur either—for example, if
aging were slowed or arrested. In other words, if every person loses an indefinitely
extensive set of possible goods when he dies, this must be his overall loss, not his loss
from death alone. This loss is attributable to the death in conjunction with a variety
of other possible causes of deprivation that would have operated had the death not
occurred.

A similar implicit focus on overall losses seems to underlie this otherwise para-
doxical claim by Richard Wollheim: “That there are circumstances in which we
would prefer to die rather than to live is . . . compatible with death being a misfortune
because there are circumstances in which life has become a yet greater misfortune.”**
This is paradoxical if, as I have claimed, death can be good or bad only by compari-
son with what it excludes. For in the circumstances Wollheim describes, the life that
the person would in fact have in the absence of death would be bad; therefore it
seems that the death must be good. Wollheim’s claim that the death is a misfortune
must therefore be based on a comparison with a life other than the one the person
would in fact have had in the absence of the death. His claim must be that death is bad
in comparison with what would have happened if the death had not occurred and if
certain other sources of deprivation or misfortune had been absent as well. This loss
is not attributable to the death alone; it is the person’s overall loss.

In the case of the Young Pedestrian, the discovery of the aneurysm should prompt
us to revise our evaluation of his death, though what we took to be his loss from death
we should now see as his overall loss. When we learn of the aneurysm, we should not
conclude that his loss is less than we thought; rather, we should simply reassign re-
sponsibility for that loss. This is why there is no comfort for the grieving mother in
the discovery that his loss from death is less than we had supposed. In other cases,
events that occur after a person has died may retroactively affect how bad his death
was for him without, however, affecting his overall losses. This can be illustrated by
citing and responding to a general objection to the idea that death is bad to the extent
that it deprives the victim of goods that he would have had if he had not died. Sup-
pose that shortly after the death of someone whom we may call Victim, it becomes
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possible to raise the general quality of life. It might be argued that it is a reason not
to raise the quality of life that this would make Victim’s death worse; for it would
mean that the quality of the life that he lost would have been higher. But surely this
is wrong. And it is not just that the benefits to the living of increasing the quality of
life would outweigh the increase in the badness of Victim’s death. It seems instead
that the effect on the badness of Victim’s death constitutes no objection to raising the
quality of life.

There are various ways of responding to this problem. One is to argue that events
that occur after a person has died cannot affect either that person’s life or his death. I
reject that response. Let us grant, at least for the sake of argument, that raising the
quality of life would make Victim’s death worse by increasing the losses attributable
to the death. We should then ask whether refraining from raising the quality of life
would actually limit Victim’s losses. Clearly it would not; it would simply relocate
those losses. His overall loss would remain the same.*> What was possible for him,
and therefore what he lost, was life at the higher level of quality. That is his overall
loss: it is what he would have had if he had not died and if we raise the quality of life.
If we do raise the quality of life, his loss of life at the higher level of quality will be
attributable to the death alone. But if we do not raise the quality of life and would not
have done so even if he had lived, then his death is responsible only for the loss of life
at a lower level of quality. The remainder of his overall loss is attributable to our fail-
ure to raise the quality of life. Thus his death and our subsequent failure to raise the
quality of life would together deprive him of a future life at the higher level. (Notice
that, if we do not raise the quality of life precisely because he died, so that his death
is what indirectly prevents the quality of life from being raised, we may credit his
death itself with his loss of life at the higher level. In that case, the loss attributable to
death will be the same as it would have been if we had raised the quality of life. In
short, to refrain from raising the quality of life in order to reduce his loss from death
would be self-defeating.)

Although the notion of a person’s overall loss in dying seems essential if we are to
explain our sense that the Young Pedestrian (and others whose death within a short pe-
riod is overdetermined) suffers a terrible misfortune, it is also highly problematic. One
problem concerns the apportioning of responsibility for overall losses among the var-
ious sources of deprivation, both actual and hypothetical. In the case of the Young
Pedestrian, for example, should we say that the actual death deprived him of only one
week of life, while his loss of forty years beyond that week is attributable to the fact
that he would have died of the aneurysm? Because the problem of apportioning re-
sponsibility for losses between an actual and a hypothetical event raises the difficult
question of how an actual loss may be attributable to a merely hypothetical event, I
will illustrate the general problem with a simpler case: that of the Accident Victim.

It seems that we should accept that the Accident Victim’s death is a compara-
tively minor misfortune, since the accident had already deprived him of the prospect
of a future that would have been well worth living. The death causes him to lose only
a future that would scarcely have been worth living. Here we evaluate the later event
(the death) against the background of what has already occurred (the accident). But
notice that this conflicts with what we are inclined to say about Young Pedestrian,
which is that the initial event (the actual death) should be evaluated in the light of
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what would have happened if it had not occurred (which is that he would have died
in a week from the aneurysm). And this alternative approach makes just as much
sense in the case of the Accident Victim. It seems plausible to say that the accident
was only a comparatively minor misfortune given that the death was going to occur
in a week anyway. Viewed in this way, it seems that the only difference the accident
made was to make the Accident Victim’s last week of life less good than it would
otherwise have been.

Each of these ways of viewing the Accident Victim’s losses seems plausible. It
seems reasonable to say that the accident was not responsible for a great loss because
the death was going to occur soon anyway. It seems equally reasonable to say that the
death did not cause a great loss because his prospects at the time of death were al-
ready grim as a result of the accident. But these claims, taken together, cannot both
be right. It cannot be true that the loss caused by the accident was only that the Acci-
dent Victim had a week with severe cognitive disabilities rather than a week with nor-
mal cognitive capacities and that the loss caused by the death was only the loss of a
future of severe cognitive disability. For these two losses do not add up to the Acci-
dent Victim’s overall loss, which is the loss of the life he would have had if neither
the accident nor the death had occurred. What this shows is that we cannot assess
both losses by taking each against the backdrop of the other.

In some cases involving this kind of overdetermination, it may be important to
apportion losses to their proper causes. We may need to know how much harm a per-
son has caused in order to determine how much blame or punishment he deserves.
This might be true, for example, if one were to cause a person an injury similar to that
suffered by the Accident Victim when it was known for certain that the person was
going to die in a week anyway, or if one were to cause the death of a person who one
week previously had suffered irreversible brain damage of the sort suffered by the
Accident Victim. I am uncertain about what we should say in these cases.

In some instances, which event we take as given for purposes of evaluation de-
pends on what we know. If someone suffers brain damage and seems as if he will live
on for years, we assume that the brain damage is responsible for his loss of many
years of happy life. Suppose he then dies of independent causes—causes that would
have operated even if the brain damage had not occurred. Since we have already
taken the brain damage to have eliminated his prospects for good, we take the death
not to be a serious misfortune. But we might have seen the damage differently had we
known for certain that the death was going to occur. Thus, if it is known that some-
one is going to die at a specific time (for example, because he is scheduled to be ex-
ecuted and there is no possibility of a pardon or even a reprieve), we may think that
an accident that causes brain damage a week prior to that time is not a serious mis-
fortune, for we take the death as given. Notice, however, that there is no real differ-
ence between these cases; in both, a person suffers an accident that causes brain dam-
age and then dies of independent causes a week later. What is different, in the second
case, is our knowledge at the time the accident occurs that the death is impending.

I will not pursue this problem further. It will be sufficient for our purposes if we
can determine what a person’s overall losses are in cases involving the forms of
overdetermination found in such cases as the Young Pedestrian and the Accident Vic-
tim. We may not need to know how to assign each distinct misfortune, actual or hy-
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pothetical, its share of the overall loss. But even the determination of overall losses is
highly problematic. I will briefly note three related problems.

Recall that the Inheritance Strategy invites us to measure a person’s losses from
death by asking what would have happened if his actual death had not occurred and
if successive possible deaths he might have suffered would not have occurred either.
In calculating a person’s overall losses, we need to know what would have happened
not only if he had not died but also if certain other causes of deprivation would not
have occurred either. Imagine, for example, a variant of the case of the Young Pedes-
trian in which, if he had not been killed by the bus, his aneurysm would have burst a
week later but would have caused brain damage rather than death. In determining his
overall losses in dying, we ask what would have happened if neither cause of loss had
occurred, even though the bursting of the aneurysm would not have caused him to
die. But if we take a person’s overall losses to include whatever he could have had if
no causes of loss—death, aging, disease, injury, and so on—would have occurred,
his losses may seem virtually infinite. But surely there is some limit to a person’s
overall losses. The problem of determining what this limit is is a new version of the
Problem of the Terminus.

Even if each person’s overall losses were, to use Nagel’s term, indefinitely exten-
sive, it would not follow that all people’s overall losses are equal. For unless we in-
clude among a person’s overall losses what his life could have been like in the future
if both his past and his future were devoid of misfortune, we will calculate his over-
all losses by asking what he could have had if only very recent and future causes of
loss had not occurred or would not have occurred. (I include very recent causes of
loss in order to accommodate such losses as those that the Accident Victim suffers
from the accident a week before his death.) This means that what a person would
have in prospect in the absence of recent and future causes of deprivation depends on
what his recent or present state is. And this raises a second problem. If we take a per-
son’s overall loss to consist of the life he would have had if his recent or present life
had evolved indefinitely in the absence of further causes of loss, we will be greatly
magnifying the differences between people’s recent or present states by projecting
them into an indefinite future. We will be doing little more than multiplying a per-
son’s recent or present state by time, and it seems doubtful that that yields a genuine
measure of loss.

Notice, finally, that in speculating about a person’s overall losses, we are asking
what would have happened if causes of loss had not occurred or would not have oc-
curred; but we assume that sources of benefit or gain would remain the same, to the
extent that this would be compatible with the absence of causes of loss. This kind of
reflection (though with perhaps a more moderate assumption about the absence of
causes of loss) seems to be what underlies Nagel’s claim, quoted earlier, that “count-
less possibilities for [an individual’s] continued existence are imaginable,” so that
“for him to go on existing indefinitely” would be “the continuation of a good for
him.” This is why he concludes that, “if there is no limit to the amount of life that it
would be good to have, then it may be that a bad end is in store for us all.”*¢ But we
could, with equal propriety, reverse the pattern of assumptions on which these re-
flections depend. We could instead ask what a person’s life would have been like if
he had not died and if causes of benefit would not have occurred, while causes of loss
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and misfortune would have occurred as they normally do insofar as this would be
compatible with the absence of sources of benefit. A possible future of this sort is
equally imaginable and yields a measure, perhaps, of how much the person has been
spared by dying. We are thus left with a plurality of possible comparisons and corre-
sponding evaluations—of what the person has lost and what he has been spared. If
we focus solely on the losses, we may conclude, with Nagel, that a bad end is in store
for us all. If, however, we focus on the possible evils a person may avoid by dying,
we may conclude instead that a beneficent end awaits us all. Is there any way to inte-
grate these various evaluations? Is it possible that a person’s overall losses in dying
and his avoidance of possible evils simply cancel each other out?

These speculations seem unpromising. Intuitively, what is needed at this point is
the imposition of some constraint on what can be considered to be realistically in
prospect for a person shortly before or at the time of his death. Nagel himself ges-
tures in this direction when he notes that “we . . . have to set some limits on how pos-
sible a possibility must be for its nonrealization to be a misfortune (or good fortune,
should the possibility be a bad one).”*’ The mere nonoccurrence of a good is not,
after all, a loss (nor is the mere nonoccurrence of an evil a benefit). For there to be a
loss, a good must have been genuinely in prospect but then have been prevented by
some intervening condition. Let us call this stipulation the Realism Condition.

To insist on the Realism Condition in our accounting of a person’s overall losses
is an obvious response to the new Problem of the Terminus. It also prevents us, in
reckoning a person’s losses, from simply extrapolating his present state into the in-
definite future. Finally, it constrains our sense of what a person is spared by death as
well. To illustrate the intuitive force of the Realism Condition, recall our earlier con-
trast between the cases of the Young Pedestrian and the Geriatric Patient. For both of
these people, death is overdetermined in the near future. Nevertheless, we sense that
an abundance of good is genuinely in prospect for the Young Pedestrian, whereas this
is not true of the Geriatric Patient. It is difficult to say, in a general way, what the pre-
cise form of the difference is. There are, perhaps, two major differences. First, there
are fewer obstacles to significant good in the case of the Young Pedestrian than in the
case of the Geriatric Patient. If only two circumstances had been (or would have
been) different, the Young Pedestrian would have had at least forty more years of life.
But the obstacles to further good in the Geriatric Patient’s life are legion. Second,
there is a sense in which it was within the realm of practical possibility that the
causes of the Young Pedestrian’s overall loss might not have occurred. It was entirely
possible for him to be more alert so that he would not have stepped in front of the bus;
and often cerebral aneurysms do not burst, or they can be discovered and repaired be-
fore they burst. But there is a sense in which it would be deeply impossible for the
Geriatric Patient to enjoy significantly more good. The progression of certain condi-
tions, such as aging and disease, would not only have to be arrested, it would also
have to be reversed. She would have to be restored to a physical state to which, to the
best of our knowledge, it would be physically impossible to restore her. This is par-
ticularly obvious if she is already profoundly demented as well as physically inca-
pacitated.

Something like the Realism Condition is necessary if we are to try to assess
people’s overall losses in dying. But the condition is extremely vague. Moreover, there
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may be cases in which we feel that a person who dies suffers a grave misfortune but in
which the Realism Condition implies that there is no loss. Here is a case of this sort.

There is a very rare condition known as progeria that involves accelerated aging
beginning around the age of four. The condition is visibly manifested in striking
ways: children afflicted by it come to have thin, white hair, sagging, withered skin,
and an overall wizened, birdlike appearance. Victims typically die in adolescence
from advanced atherosclerosis. Curiously, although it has been found that the victim’s
cells divide fewer than the normal number of times, the condition does not involve all
aspects of aging; so the processes involved are not identical to those involved in nor-
mal aging. But let us assume, for the sake of argument, that the mechanisms behind
progeria are exactly the same as those in normal aging, except that they have a much
earlier onset and progress more rapidly. Given this assumption, progeria is no more
curable than ordinary aging. Any treatment that would extend the life of a child with
progeria by fifty years could also do the same for the Geriatric Patient if it were ad-
ministered at a comparable stage in the latter’s process of aging.

With these assumptions, consider the following case:

The Progeria Patient. A child of twelve dies from progeria in a state of advanced
decrepitude.

Since the Progeria Patient had reached the far end of the process of aging, it was no
more possible for him to continue living than it is for the Geriatric Patient. If the Re-
alism Condition implies that there is no genuine prospect of further good life for the
Geriatric Patient, it must have the same implication in the case of the Progeria Pa-
tient. Neither suffers a loss in dying.

We have, however, a strong, recalcitrant sense that the Progeria Patient suffers a
very grave misfortune. How can that be if there was nothing that was realistically in
prospect for him—that is, if there was nothing good for him to lose? I believe that we
should regard that fact itself as his misfortune: that he had arrived at a point at which
the possibilities for good in his life were exhausted. His misfortune, in short, was that
no more good was possible for him.

We may crudely divide misfortunes into positive evils, such as suffering, and
those that consist in the absence of good. Among the latter are losses: misfortunes
that involve the failure to get a certain good that was in prospect. But it can also be a
misfortune for a person if a certain good is simply not in prospect at all. (It may, of
course, be worse to have a good in prospect and then lose it than it is not to have it in
prospect at all. A loss, in short, may be worse than a mere absence. Most of us, I
think, are inclined to believe this in a general way, though it is not clear whether
losses are really worse or whether they are just harder to bear.)

I claim that the Progeria Patient’s misfortune is to have run out of possibilities for
good. But there is a puzzle. Why is this misfortune not counterbalanced or canceled
out by the corresponding good fortune of being out of reach of further evil? Various
poets and philosophers have claimed this as a virtue of death: that it frees one at last
from the tyranny of suffering. And since, in ethics at least, we normally tend to think
that it is more important to avoid suffering than to increase the good, one might ex-
pect that, if anything, we would think that the general good fortune of having no fur-
ther suffering in prospect would more than cancel out the general misfortune of hav-
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ing no further good in prospect. But in fact we do not tend to think of the Progeria Pa-
tient in this way. We do not see his release from the threat of evil (or at least the threat
of experienced evil) as outweighing or even beginning to compensate for his having
reached a point at which no more good (or experienced good) is possible for him.
Perhaps it is just that we make the assumption, rejected perhaps by certain poets and
philosophers but affirmed by our own experience, that life is in general good; and this
supports the presumption that to come to the end of life’s possibilities is a misfortune,
even if it does not involve a loss. If life as we know it were in general not worth liv-
ing, so that suicide would characteristically be prudentially rational, our view might
be different.

(I can think of one reason why someone might be tempted to see the closing of
life’s possibilities as a release rather than a misfortune. As we have seen, conditions
in life can become so bad as to exclude any further prospect of significant good. But
while the conditions of life can put further good out of reach, they cannot put us out
of reach of further evil or suffering. The one possible exception to this claim is con-
tinued life in an irreversible coma. I will argue in section 1.3 of chapter 5, however,
that in most cases of irreversible coma, the individual does not in fact continue to
exist. The only kind of irreversible coma through which a person may continue to
exist is quite rare, and it is reasonable to believe that continued existence in this state
may be a misfortune, even though it cannot involve suffering. So it seems that there
is an asymmetry: the conditions of life can make further good impossible but rarely
if ever can they guarantee us immunity to further misfortune.)

There is another problem. The Progeria Patient has arrived at a point at which he
has no realistic prospect of further good. This case was deliberately modeled to par-
allel the case of the Geriatric Patient. In each case, the avoidance or even postpone-
ment of death is not a realistic possibility. But even if the life could continue—with,
perhaps, the person’s physical state arrested just before the point of dissolution—the
conditions of the life exclude any prospect of significant good. In each case, there is
no good in prospect, not so much because death is physically inevitable, but because
the life could not continue and be worth living unless some of the effects of aging
were reversed or eliminated. And it is precisely this kind of supposition that is ruled
out by the Realism Condition. In both cases there is an absence of any prospect of
further good, and for the same reason. If this is a grave misfortune for the Progeria
Patient, it seems that it should also be a grave misfortune for the Geriatric Patient.
But most of us would distinguish sharply between these two cases. We tend, I think,
to believe that that Geriatric Patient suffers a misfortune, though not a tragic misfor-
tune. The Progeria Patient, however, is a victim of tragedy.

What, then, is the difference between these cases? In each case, death causes no
loss, for the reasons given. Thus the death is not the misfortune. The misfortune lies
in the circumstances of the life: namely, that it no longer offers a prospect of good.
Our question now is why this is a greater misfortune in the case of the Progeria Pa-
tient than in the case of the Geriatric Patient. Again, the answer lies in another fact
about the life rather than about the death. The reason that it seems a greater misfor-
tune for the Progeria Patient to have arrived at a point at which no further good is pos-
sible is that he has gained so little—and so much less—from life. The Geriatric Pa-
tient has already had a full life; the Progeria Patient has not.
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4.4. The Previous Gain Account

Before elaborating on these last claims, I will briefly summarize the argument so far.
My approach to the badness of death has been forward-looking, focusing on the vic-
tim’s losses. I began with the Token Comparison but found that it is challenged by the
Problem of Overdetermination. While considering certain cases that involve overde-
termination, I explored the Inheritance Strategy but found that it is undermined by
the Problem of the Terminus. I then returned to the Token Comparison, suggesting
that we might capture our sense of the misfortune that people suffer in cases in which
death is overdetermined by appealing to the notion of a person’s overall loss in dying.
But the Problem of the Terminus arose again in connection with overall losses and,
together with certain related problems, made the evaluation of losses again problem-
atic. I next suggested that a Realism Condition plausibly enables us to impose a
vague limitation on overall losses. But there are cases—the Geriatric Patient and the
Progeria Patient—in which our sense of a person’s misfortune in dying altogether
eludes articulation in terms of the notion of loss. These people seem to suffer a mis-
fortune—though the misfortune of one is much greater than that of the other—even
though the Realism Condition implies that neither suffers a loss.

The cases of the Geriatric Patient and the Progeria Patient force us to look back at
the life rather than forward to some hypothetical future in order to understand the pe-
culiar misfortune of each. This suggests a radically different approach to understand-
ing the badness of death. Rather than attempting to measure a person’s losses in dying,
perhaps we should evaluate how bad it is that the life is over by looking back to see
what it has contained. The fuller and more complete it has been, the less bad it is that
it has ended. One might even claim, more precisely, that the badness of a death is in-
versely proportional to the extent to which the life it ends was good overall. Call this
the Previous Gain Account of the badness of death. It offers a plausible explanation
and defense of our sense that it is a greater misfortune for the Progeria Patient than for
the Geriatric Patient to reach a point at which no further good would be in prospect
even if life were to continue. At the point at which the Progeria Patient’s life runs out
of possibilities for good and ends, it is a tragically unfulfilled and incomplete life.

There are two bases for measuring the badness of a life’s coming to an end in
terms of what the life has already contained rather than in terms of what it would or
might have contained had it continued. One basis is comparative, the other noncom-
parative. The comparative idea is that we should determine how bad it is that a per-
son’s life comes to an end by seeing how the life compares with those of others. If the
person has gained less from life than others typically do, the death is particularly bad,;
if he has gained more than most people do, the death is less bad. One might say that,
in the latter case, the person has had his fair share. If the person has gained as much
from life as anyone ever does, his death may not seem a misfortune at all.

For example, we might say that the death of the Geriatric Patient is hardly a mis-
fortune at all, for she has had more than her fair share. But of what? How do we
measure gains from life? A crude measure would be the number of years lived. This
may make some sense in the case of the Geriatric Patient. Her life has been as long
as a life of our sort can be. In that respect—in avoiding death or holding it at bay—
she has been as successful as it is possible to be. Compared with others, she has had
her fair share of life; she has no ground for complaint.
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But suppose that the Geriatric Patient has lived long but has had very few oppor-
tunities for good in her life. It hardly seems right to say that her death is a lesser mis-
fortune just because she has been around a long time, independently of what has ac-
tually happened in her life. Perhaps we should instead take opportunities for good as
the measure of what a person gains from life. If a person has had a long life with
ample opportunities for good, that may be the most that a person may reasonably
ask from life. On this view, death is less bad to the extent that life has already af-
forded at least the normal amount of opportunity for good. What of a person who has
had abundant opportunities for gopod—more than most have—but has failed to ex-
ploit them and consequently has gained little actual good from life? One response is
to accept that the death is indeed less bad. Responsibility for the lack of good is, after
all, attributable to the person rather than to his death. As Walter Kaufmann astutely
observes, “we like to blame death rather than those who died, if we loved them:;
hence we deceive ourselves as they might have deceived themselves. We do not say,
‘How many months did they waste!” but, ‘If only they had had a few more weeks!’
Not, ‘How sad that they did not do more!” but, ‘How unfair that they died so
soon!” 7*8 But an alternative response seems at least equally plausible. This is that,
when a person dies, there is no consolation in knowing that her life offered abundant
opportunities for good. On the contrary, looking back on a life of missed or squan-
dered opportunities may make death all the more bitter. It should be consoling, how-
ever, to reflect that one’s life was at least as good as most other people’s. The com-
parative version of the Previous Gain Account should, it seems, focus on the good
that a life has contained, not merely on the number of years or amount of opportunity
it has afforded.

The same seems true of the noncomparative version. The general idea behind the
noncomparative version is that the more of a good one has already had, the less impor-
tant it is that one should have even more. This is true, of course, of specific types of
good, often because of the effects of satiety, or because increasing quantities of a par-
ticular good may crowd out goods of other types. But it may be true of the good quite
generally, and not necessarily because of satiety. It may be true of a particular type of
good—achievement—in a way that is particularly relevant to the badness of death.

The idea that a certain kind of achievement can reconcile a person to his death is
expressed in Holderlin’s poem, “To the Fates™:

A single summer grant me, great powers, and
A single autumn for fully ripened song

That, sated with the sweetness of my
Playing, my heart may more willingly die.

The soul that, living, did not attain its divine
Right cannot repose in the netherworld.

But once what I am bent on, what is

Holy, my poetry, is accomplished,

Be welcome then, stillness of the shadows’ world!
I shall be satisfied though my lyre will not
Accompany me down there. Once |

Lived like the gods, and more is not needed.*’
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Walter Kaufmann’s reflection on the poem is worth quoting as well.

Not only in childhood but long after one may retain the feeling that one is . . . at the
mercy of death. “But once what I am bent on, what is holy, my poetry, is accom-
plished,” once I have succeeded in achieving—in the face of death, in a race with
death—a project that is truly mine, . . . then the picture changes: I have won the race
and in a sense have triumphed over death. Death and madness come too late.°

Many have found that, once they accomplished at least some significant part of
what they regarded as their mission in life, no matter how early in life that might have
been, death lost some of its terror. Raymond Carver, who died at the age of fifty when
at the height of his powers as a writer, wrote that “in the end, the satisfaction of hav-
ing done our best, and the proof of that labor, is the one thing we can take into the
grave.”>! After his death, his first wife commented, “I think Ray did his job in this
life.”>? Nearing his own end, Einstein pronounced a strikingly similar judgment on
his own life. C. P. Snow reports that, in his final years, Einstein “stayed cheerful,
serene, detached from his own illness and the approach of death. He worked on. The
end of his life was neither miserable nor pathetic. ‘Here on earth I have done my job,
he said, without self-pity.”>* This understanding of how the badness of death may be
mitigated of course implies an injunction about how best to live. One should live in
such a way that, if one is ambushed by death in medias res, one can make one’s defi-
ant surrender without excessive regret because one has seized the opportunities so far
offered and made the best of one’s life in the time allotted.

Kaufmann is almost obsessive in his insistence that it is one’s work and achieve-
ment that have the power to reconcile oneself to one’s death. This reflects a certain
understanding of what gives meaning and value to life. If it is achievement that gives
life its point, then, having made one’s mark, one may resign oneself to death without
undue anguish or agitation. But this is an impoverished conception of the good life.
A life wholly devoted to achievement and thus devoid of close personal relations
may, in retrospect, seem hollow, even desolate, to one confronting an imminent
death. Indeed, some who throw themselves into the unremitting pursuit of achieve-
ment do so primarily, whether consciously or unconsciously, as a desperate means of
inspiring affection and respect.

Pluralism with respect to the good is a commonplace in contemporary philo-
sophical circles; but in this case the conventional wisdom seems true. There are many
different dimensions to the good life, some of which may be incommensurable and
many of which are uncombinable within a single life. They include pleasure, per-
sonal relations, achievement, knowledge, virtue, aesthetic experience, and so on. For
most goods of these sorts, it is better to have more rather than less. This is true even
of achievement: Mozart’s life would have been even better if he had written ten more
symphonies, all at least as good as the 4oth. But as we have seen, there is a point at
which the value of further achievement begins to decline. A 42nd symphony would
have added more to the value of Mozart’s life than an equally good 101st. And the
same seems true of other goods. Thus we should expand Kaufmann’s claim that a
certain level of achievement makes death less threatening. It is not just having
achieved some important aim, but, more broadly, having lived well and fully in the
time that one has had, that may enable a person to accept death with a measure of
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equanimity. While more good would no doubt always be better, there may also be a
point at which one has had enough to be satisfied.

Having endorsed a pluralistic account of the good life, I nevertheless concede
that Kaufmann is right that past achievement may assume an unusual degree of im-
portance as death approaches. Knowing that one has accomplished something with
one’s life may be a source of profound solace in a way that knowing that one has had
a good time may not. As Thackeray remarked, “recollections of the best-ordained
banquets will scarcely cheer sick epicures.”>*

In a passage written when he was very near to death from AIDS, Harold Brodkey
declared, “I like what I've written, the stories and two novels. If I had to give up what
I’ve written in order to be clear of this disease, I wouldn’t do it.”3 Some may quarrel
with the estimation of the work, finding it inflated. Perhaps also Brodkey’s view
would have been different if, having produced the same work, he had been dying at
the age of forty-five rather than in his early sixties. (He elsewhere concedes, “I am
not being cut down before I have had a chance to live. . . . I feel cut off from old age,
it’s true, but that’s not like someone young feeling cut off from most of his or her pos-
sible life.”)* Nevertheless, his words are testimony to his conviction that his life had
been well lived, that his achievements mattered, and that these facts are more impor-
tant than the absence of any prospect of future good.

This may indeed be a useful test to apply to any life. How many of us, facing
Brodkey’s limited future, could say the same about our lives? Of course, for those
who die young without having had Brodkey’s opportunities for achievement, the
view he took may not be a possibility. That is one of the main reasons that these
deaths are particularly tragic: they preclude the possibility of achievement as well as
the consolation that previous achievement may provide. For those who are older, an
inability to refuse a devil’s bargain of the kind Brodkey imagines may be a symptom
of a misspent life—which, according to the noncomparative version of the Previous
Gain Account, necessarily ensures that one’s death will be worse than it would be if
one had lived better.

There are deeper issues here that, if I were to take them up, might yield chal-
lenges to these observations. One such issue is the adjudication of conflicts between
a person’s preferences at different times. Nearing death, one may wish that one had
devoted less of one’s life to the pursuit of pleasure and more to the achievement of
significant goals. But earlier in life, even anticipating that one’s preference will
change, one might prefer the sacrifice of significant achievement for the sake of pres-
ent pleasures. Sometimes this is the result of a failure of will or imagination—as
when a smoker says that he would rather have a shorter life that contains the pleas-
ures of smoking than a longer life without those pleasures. In other instances it may
be difficult to adjudicate rationally between conflicting preferences at different times.

There is, moreover, a general objection to the claim that significant achievement
blunts the fangs of death. (A similar objection applies to the parallel pluralist claim
that death is less bad to the extent that life has already been well lived. But for sim-
plicity of exposition, I will focus on the narrower claim about achievement.) The
claim is that, once one has accomplished one’s mission, one has triumphed over
death, which then arrives too late, after one has become immune to its most fearful
effect, which is to prevent one’s life from amounting to anything. But in one sense



140 THE ETHICS OF KILLING

this seems a pyrrhic victory: for death is less bad only because one now has less to
live for, less in prospect of which one might be deprived by death. Imagine, for ex-
ample, someone who triumphs in this way early in life. He resolves very early to de-
vote his life to the achievement of some important goal—for example, writing an
epic novel. In a sustained fever of creativity, he completes what he anticipated would
be the work of a lifetime with unexpected rapidity. The novel is a masterpiece; he has
won his race with death, which cannot rob him of this achievement. But now what?
If his life is to retain a comparable level of quality, he will have to set new goals—for
example, to write a sequel. Then he will again become vulnerable to loss; death will
have reacquired a power over him.

The general lesson here is that, whenever the future promises to be worth living,
and perhaps especially when continuing to live is necessary for the achievement of
some important goal, death poses a threat of loss that cannot be fully nullified by any
degree of previous achievement or, more generally, previous gain from life. For an
example that supports this claim, we can do no better than to return to the case of
Mozart. Mozart died at the age of thirty-five having achieved more than most of us
could achieve in an eternity. So good was his life along this one important dimension
of well-being that it is no exaggeration to say that he had one of the most fulfilling
lives possible for a human being. Because he achieved so much, it may seem almost
indecent to lament that he was prevented by death from achieving even more. Thus,
according to the Previous Gain Account, his death was a lesser misfortune than that
of anyone who dies having lived less well. Yet at the time of his death, Mozart’s ge-
nius was steadily maturing. If he had had another thirty years in which to continue
composing, his subsequent achievements might have been unrivaled in the history of
music. In this respect—in the magnitude of his loss—his death was incomparably
more tragic than most. This demonstrates the inadequacy of the Previous Gain Ac-
count. A death cannot be evaluated simply by evaluating the life it ends. How bad—
or good—it is that a life is over depends primarily on what it would have contained
if it had continued. It depends on what the death deprives the person of, or on what it
spares him from having to endure.

The comparative version of the Previous Gain Account is unacceptable for the
same reason that the noncomparative version is. Imagine two elderly men who die at
the same time, having gained equally from life—for example, their accomplishments
are comparable. If one of them had much more in prospect had he not died, his death
was worse. It is possible, of course, that the other was equally unfortunate precisely be-
cause he had less to lose—but that misfortune is not properly ascribable to his death.

4.5. Discounting Misfortunes for Previous Gains

Although the Previous Gain Account is mistaken, it attempts to articulate, however
crudely, an important insight. Recall the case of the young novelist. If he dies, his hav-
ing accomplished something of great and enduring significance does seem to make his
death less bad than it would otherwise have been. How can this be explained?

Recall the three types of misfortune we have distinguished that a person may suf-
fer in dying. There are the loss from death itself, overall losses, and the misfortune of
arriving at a point at which there is no more good in prospect. Mozart, for example,
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suffered a tragic loss from death itself. By contrast, the Young Pedestrian and the Ac-
cident Victim may each suffer only a comparatively minor loss from death itself, but
both suffer significant overall losses. The Progeria Patient and the Geriatric Patient
have virtually no losses at all, but this is because the conditions of their lives preclude
the possibility of further good, and this itself may be a misfortune. I suggest that all
three types of misfortune can plausibly be discounted for the magnitude of the vic-
tim’s previous gains from life.

Consider, for example, the difference between the Progeria Patient and the Geri-
atric Patient. Both suffer the misfortune of having no further good in prospect, yet the
Progeria Patient’s misfortune seems vastly greater than that of the Geriatric Patient. I
suggest that it matters less that the Geriatric Patient has run out of good because she
has had so much more already. There are both comparative and noncomparative di-
mensions to this explanation. Unlike the Progeria Patient, the Geriatric Patient has
had her fair share of the good. Compared to the rest of us, she has done well: she has
gotten more from life than most. This puts her misfortune into perspective. But there
is also this: she has had a full, reasonably complete life. Quite independently of com-
parisons with others, the relative completeness of her life mitigates the severity of her
misfortune in having it come to an end. All this is in striking contrast to the case of
the Progeria Patient, who arrives at the end having got very much less from life than
most people do and without having been able to make something significant of his
life. His life is a fragment rather than a whole; and he is denied the consolation that
comes from knowing that one leaves the world substantially better for one’s having
existed in it.

The same points apply in cases involving loss. Mozart’s loss in dying was sur-
passingly great: he was very young, at the height of his powers, with unparalleled
promise for future achievement. Yet the opportunities his life had offered for the ex-
ercise of musical genius had already placed him among the most favored and fortu-
nate of human beings, and his prior accomplishments gave his life a grandeur and a
proximity to perfection that may make the additional life that was possible for him
seem almost superfluous.

It might be thought that there is an alternative comparative basis for discounting
the badness of certain losses that a person may suffer in dying. Consider someone
who dies at the age of eighty whose prospects, had he not died, would have been
rather better than those of most people of that age. Irrespective of how much this per-
son has already gained from life, it may seem that the badness of his losses should be
discounted for the fact that they are widely shared—for the fact, that is, that he loses
only what most other people lose, or fail to have, as well. His losses are, one might
say, of goods beyond the norm for human life.

To illustrate this suggestion further, imagine that a person dies in a freak accident
at the age of fifty but that, if he had not died, he would have lived a full and reward-
ing life to the age of ninety. Suppose that the quality of this person’s life between the
ages of eighty-five and ninety would have been much the same as it would have been
between the ages of fifty and fifty-five. Even so, it may seem that the loss of the years
between eighty-five and ninety is a lesser part of his overall misfortune than the loss
of the years between fifty and fifty-five. If so, this may be because the losses between
eighty-five and ninety are more widely shared. Most people live to fifty-five; far
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fewer live beyond eighty-five. In general, we may progressively discount the misfor-
tune involved in the loss of a certain period of life for the extent to which the loss is
shared by others.

The intuitive idea here is difficult to formulate with precision. What does it mean
to say that a person’s losses in dying are widely shared, or that the goods that the per-
son loses are ones that most others fail to get as well? It does seem that whether and
to what extent it is a misfortune for a person not to have certain specific goods can be
affected by whether they are goods that other people also fail to have. It would, for
example, be a very great good for me to be able to fly, or to explore the moons of
Jupiter in a protected craft. I would like to be able to do both. But my inability to do
either hardly counts as a misfortune, or at least not a misfortune that it is appropriate
to lament. And it seems that a significant part of the explanation for this is that, in
failing to have these goods, I am no worse off than anyone else, for these are goods
that no one gets.

It might be argued that the absence of these goods is ruled out as a misfortune by
the Realism Condition. But this would be a mistake. What the Realism Condition im-
plies is that, because these goods have never been realistically in prospect for me, my
failure to have them cannot count as a loss. But their absence in my life could, in
principle, be a misfortune. And it does seem that at least part of the reason why the
absence of these goods is not a misfortune for me, or at least not a significant mis-
fortune, is that we do not count the mere absence of a good as a misfortune when the
lack of that good is universally shared, or even just very widely shared. (Another part
of the explanation may have to do with the distinction between goods that are normal
and central to human life and goods that are highly specific to a particular way of life
or set of ideals; but I will not pursue this here.)

This explanation of why the mere absence of certain goods is not a misfortune is,
however, irrelevant to the evaluation of death. When death is responsible for the ab-
sence of a good in a person’s life, it is because death causes the loss of that good. The
mere absence of a good that was never in prospect, and would never have been, can-
not be attributable to death.

What about the loss through death of a specific good that would have been very
rare—a good that few if any other people ever have? Does the fact that most other
people’s lives lack this good make its loss through death a lesser misfortune than it
would otherwise be? I believe that it does not, or at least that it does not mitigate
the severity of the misfortune by much. Suppose that a person dies the day before he
would have been awarded the Nobel Prize. This is a case in which death causes the
loss of a great but exceedingly rare or uncommon good, for the prize cannot be
awarded posthumously. Intuitively, the loss of this good is a grave misfortune even
though the absence of this good in the person’s life is something that he shares with
all but a few of the people who have ever lived. Similarly, a person who is forced by
an approaching storm to descend from Everest just as he was about the reach the
summit also suffers a significant misfortune, despite the fact that reaching the sum-
mit of Everest is a good that very few ever enjoy. There is, it seems, no reason to dis-
count the badness of these losses for the rarity of the goods lost.

In any case, comparatively few of the goods of which people are deprived by
death tend to be rare in the way that goods such as winning the Nobel Prize or reach-
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ing the summit of Everest are rare. Thus, even if we were to discount the loss of
goods of these sorts for their rarity, this would hardly affect our evaluations of the
most people’s deaths at all.

We began with the vague idea that the losses that someone suffers in dying at
eighty matter less because they are widely shared—that is, because the good that the
person loses is missing in most other people’s lives as well. It is not, as we have seen,
that this good is rare in the way that winning the Nobel Prize is rare. In what sense,
then, is it rare? One suggestion is that some goods are specific to old age and are
therefore comparatively rare because most people do not live well into old age.
Among these age-specific goods might be retiring from work, having grandchildren,
having the satisfaction of looking back over a long life well spent, and so on. But
again, discounting a person’s loss of these goods for the commonness of the loss would
not substantially affect the evaluation of the death, for most of the goods that an
eighty-year-old loses in dying—for example, friendship, aesthetic pleasure, recogni-
tion of achievement, and so on—are not limited to old age and so are not rare in the
relevant sense. An alternative and even simpler suggestion is that we should progres-
sively discount the loss of goods for their occurrence later in life. We might, for ex-
ample, say that the loss of goods beyond eighty is a common loss, and therefore a
lesser misfortune, because most people do not live beyond the age of eighty. But it
seems that this is equivalent to discounting a person’s losses in dying for the number
of years (or the amount of time) he has already lived. If so, this is just a version of the
idea that we should discount a person’s losses in dying for the magnitude of his pre-
vious gains from life, taking years lived as a crude measure of gains.

I doubt that there is any relevant sense in which the good that people lose by
dying in old age is a rare good or a good that few people have. But suppose for the
sake of argument that there is. Does the loss of this good matter less because the ab-
sence of the good in people’s lives is widely shared? Imagine a Longevity Pill that
would enable one who took it to live, in stable health, to be five hundred years old. It
is not, as things are, a misfortune for some eighty-year-old woman that she cannot
take such a pill. In part this is because there is no such pill; therefore, in not having
it, she is no worse off than anyone else. But suppose her lack of the pill were not the
mere absence of a good but were instead a loss. Suppose, for example, that she hap-
pened fortuitously to gain possession of the only Longevity Pill in existence and that
the pill could not be duplicated. Just as she was about to take it, she dropped it down
the sink. Soon thereafter, she died. Her loss of the Longevity Pill deprived her of 420
years of further life. Let us assume that there is some clear sense in which virtually
all of the good she lost is also absent from the lives of others. It seems, nevertheless,
that her loss is a serious misfortune. (That it would be a serious misfortune for her to
lose the pill even though it is not a significant misfortune for us that there is no such
pill suggests that, in some instances at least, the loss of a good is worse than its mere
absence. On the other hand, if there were a large but limited supply of these pills and
they were distributed by lottery, losing a pill that one had been allocated would not
be a significantly greater misfortune than simply not being allocated one.)

Would this woman’s loss be a more serious misfortune if most other people were
to have the good she lost? Suppose everyone has been given a Longevity Pill. There
are no replacements and the woman drops hers down the sink. In this case, she loses
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what everyone else gets, and that does indeed seem to be a greater misfortune. But
notice that this is in fact equivalent to a claim about her gains from life. In these cir-
cumstances, her gains from life would be vastly inferior to those of her contempo-
raries. Her loss matters more, or is a greater misfortune, the less she gets from life
compared to others. Her misfortune in the circumstances described would be compa-
rable to that of a person who dies quite young in the world as it actually is.

There is, in general, no need to invoke such notions as the commonness of a loss or
the rarity of the good lost. Our intuitions in the relevant range of cases can be explained
by reference to people’s gains from life. Consider, for example, the case mentioned
earlier of the person who dies in an accident at fifty but would otherwise have lived
to be ninety. I suggested that his loss of the years between fifty and fifty-five seems a
greater part of his misfortune than the loss of the years between eighty-five and ninety,
and that this is so even if we suppose that his quality of life during the two periods
would have been comparable. The need to account for this intuition led me to specu-
late that, other things being equal, his misfortune in losing certain goods is less the
later in his life those goods would have occurred. The reason for this, I provisionally
suggested, is that the loss of a good matters less, the more common it is for people’s
lives to lack that good—an explanation that has turned out to make little sense. But
there is an alternative and better explanation of our intuition in this case. This is that
the loss of later goods matters progressively less, other things being equal, because
the older the person would have been at the time the good would have occurred, the
more he would already have gained from life. In short, we discount the badness of the
later losses by more for the greater gains that would have preceded them.

To confirm that this is the better explanation, consider a variant of this case in
which, if the person had not died at fifty, his life would have been barely worth living
for the next thirty years (perhaps, for example, because he was condemned to im-
prisonment with hard labor), but that in the final ten years of his life, from eighty to
ninety, he would have experienced peace and contentment. I am assuming that there
is some relevant sense in which this person’s losses beyond the age of eighty are
widely shared, or common. Nevertheless, it does not seem that, in this case, his mis-
fortune in losing the goods of those years should be discounted. Because his gains
from life up to the age of eighty would have been modest, his losses beyond that
point count fully despite the supposition that they are widely shared.

I believe, therefore, that we should not discount the misfortune involved in suf-
fering a loss for the commonness of the loss; rather, we should discount the misfor-
tune a person suffers in dying (whether the misfortune is the loss caused by death, the
overall loss, or simply the arrival at a point at which no further good is possible) for
the magnitude of the person’s previous gains from life. But this, of course, raises a
question I have yet to address—namely, how a person’s gains from life are to be
measured. As I suggested earlier, we cannot plausibly measure how much a person
has gained from life just in terms of the number of years he has lived or in terms of
the amount of opportunity his life has afforded. Nor, perhaps surprisingly, can we
measure an individual’s gains from life just in terms of the amount of good his life
has contained. For we do not want our account of the badness of death to be arbitrar-
ily limited to members of the human species. But if our account is to apply across
species, and if we discount the misfortune involved in death for the amount of good
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that an individual’s life has contained, we will be committed to accepting that the loss
of a certain good by a person matters less than the loss of the same good by a dog, to
the extent that the person’s life has contained a greater amount of good. This is
wholly implausible.

This implication can be avoided if what we discount for is not the total amount of
good an individual’s life has contained, but instead the extent to which the individual
has been fortunate in life or, as I will say, the extent of the individual’s overall life-
long fortune. What counts as a good or fortunate life for a dog is different from a for-
tunate life for a person and contains a substantially lower total of good. Because of
this, it would be a mistake to discount a person’s losses from death for the extent to
which his life has been better than that of a dog. Rather, we should, as a general
matter, assess an individual’s losses from death by reference to whether the individ-
ual has had a fortunate life for an individual with his nature. What dimensions of an
individual’s nature are particularly relevant to this kind of evaluation will be the sub-
ject of the following section.

5. OVERALL LIFELONG FORTUNE

5.1. The Standard for Assessing Fortune

A good life for a dog and a good life for a person contain very different totals of well-
being. Having a good or fortunate life is therefore not just a matter of the amount of
good or well-being one’s life contains. Whether an individual is well or badly off,
flourishing or faring badly, or fortunate or unfortunate—in short, how well an indi-
vidual’s life is going or has gone—appears to express a relation between that individ-
ual’s level or total of well-being and a standard against which well-being is assessed.
It would be useful to have an abstract noun for this notion, a noun that denotes the
range of conditions or states of being from extreme misfortune to extreme prosperity
or flourishing. The closest that English offers appears to be “fortune.” This is not quite
right, both because it is suggestive of extrinsic conditions and because the correspon-
ding nouns referring to the conditions at the ends of the spectrum—*‘‘misfortune” and
“good fortune”—more naturally refer to events than to states of the individual. Still,
the adjectival forms—“fortunate” and “unfortunate”—do suggest states of being of
significant duration. For want of a better term, therefore, I will use “fortune” as a
technical term to refer to how well or badly an individual’s life is going or has gone.

Fortune may be synchronic or diachronic—that is, an individual may be fortu-
nate or unfortunate at a particular time or over a period of time. Our concern here is
with how fortunate or unfortunate an entire life has been. I will refer to how good or
bad an individual’s entire life has been as that individual’s “overall lifelong fortune.”
My claim is that the proper measure of an individual’s gains from life is his overall
lifelong fortune. If we discount a person’s misfortune in dying (whether that misfor-
tune takes the form of a loss or whether it is just the misfortune of having no realis-
tic prospect of further good) for the magnitude of his gains from life, we are dis-
counting for the degree of his overall lifelong fortune, not for the quantity of good or
well-being his life has contained. (Of course, the notion of a person’s overall lifelong
fortune may be of interest independently of any concern about death.)
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To assess an individual’s overall lifelong fortune, what is the standard against
which his life’s well-being should be compared? We have seen that a dog may be
considered to have been fortunate, or to have had a good life, even if the amount of
well-being in its life would be woefully insufficient for a fortunate life for a person.
Consider next a congenitally severely retarded human being. Suppose that this
human being, having cognitive capacities comparable to those of a dog and having
also a shortened life span, has a life with an overall total of well-being that would be
sufficient for a good life for a dog. Is this a fortunate or an unfortunate life? The com-
monsense view is of course that this human being has a terribly unfortunate life—
even, perhaps, if the life is characterized by a steady dull contentment, without signif-
icant suffering or unhappiness. While the dog has a good life for a dog, the severely
retarded human being’s life is a bad life for a human being. According to this com-
monsense view, the standard against which an individual’s well-being must be as-
sessed is a norm for well-being that is specific to the individual’s biological species.

Our judgments reflect an implicit appeal to the idea that each species is defined
in part by the range of psychological capacities characteristic of its members, and
that this range of capacities sets limits to the goods accessible to the members. Each
species, therefore, has a specific range of states of well-being open to its members.
Dogs, for example, are capable of experiencing a greater range of types and magni-
tudes of good than caterpillars are. According to this view, then, an individual’s bio-
logical nature, the contours of which are determined by its species, sets limits to the
forms and amounts of good or well-being its life can contain. In particular, the high-
est psychological capacities that are possible for any member of a given species set
an upper limit to the amount of good, and thus the best sort of life, that is accessible
to a member of that species. To determine whether a member of that species has had
a fortunate or unfortunate life, we try to ascertain where its life lies along the spec-
trum of lives, from worst to best, that are possible for the members of that species,
given their characteristic range of psychological capacities. If, for example, the life is
near the high end of the spectrum of lives that are possible for beings with psycho-
logical capacities within the range for the species, the individual may be considered
to have had a fortunate life. There is, however, slightly more to it than this. Our esti-
mation of an individual’s overall lifelong fortune is sensitive not just to where his life
lies along the spectrum of possible lives but also to the relative proportion of actual
lives at that level. Suppose, again, that an individual’s life is near the peak for mem-
bers of its species. If 9o percent of the members of the species have lives at that level,
we will consider the individual to be less fortunate than it would be if only 1 percent
of the members of the species had lives near the peak. In short, our sense of an indi-
vidual’s overall lifelong fortune reflects not only a comparison of the individual’s life
with the range of lives that are possible for a member of its species but also a compari-
son of the individual’s life with the range of actual lives of the other members of the
species. (In most species, there is not a lot of variation in the amount of good in the
lives of the members. Most lives tend to cluster around the median level of fortune.
The species with the greatest range of variation is, of course, the human species.)

Call this account of the nature of fortune the Species Norm Account.”’ If it were
correct, we would calculate a person’s gains from life, or determine how fortunate or
unfortunate his life has been overall, by comparing his life with the range of lives
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possible for human beings in the world as it is, taking into account how the lives of
actual human beings are distributed across this range. But the Species Norm Account
is undermined by counterexamples. If how fortunate a being is overall were deter-
mined by how its life compares with the range of lives possible for members of its
species, an anencephalic infant, born without cerebral hemispheres, would be near
the far end of the scale of misfortune. For it is certainly a member of the human spe-
cies and it falls even farther short of any plausible specification of the human good
than any human being with a capacity for consciousness whose life is minimally
worth living. It is an utterly failed human being. Yet it seems that an anencephalic in-
fant is not the sort of being that can be either fortunate or unfortunate, well or badly
off. Lacking even the capacity for consciousness, it has no capacity for well-being at
all. It makes no more sense to claim that an anencephalic is unfortunate, or badly off,
than it does to make this claim about a plant.

Anencephalic infants may seem to be a decisive counterexample to any account
that assesses whether an individual is fortunate or unfortunate (or neither) by com-
paring its life with those of other members of its species. But it might be argued that,
since the Species Norm Account is an account of fortune—of whether or to what ex-
tent an individual is fortunate or unfortunate—it applies only to those beings with a
capacity for well-being, since the latter is a necessary condition for being fortunate
or unfortunate, or well or badly off. When restricted in this way, the account no
longer applies to anencephalics. There are, however, other counterexamples.

The Superchimp. A newborn chimpanzee is administered a form of gene therapy
that causes its brain to continue to develop in ways that parallel the development of
the human brain. As a consequence, this chimpanzee, as an adult, comes to have
cognitive and emotional capacities comparable to those of a ten-year-old human
child. After some years of exercising these capacities, however, this Superchimp
suffers brain damage that reduces him to the psychological level of a normal chim-
panzee, after which he lives a contented life among other chimpanzees, with a men-
tal life indistinguishable from that of a normal chimpanzee.

The Species Norm Account recognizes that, during the period when he exercised his
enhanced psychological capacities, the Superchimp was a uniquely fortunate chim-
panzee. (There are, to be accurate, two distinct species of chimpanzee— Pan troglo-
dytes and Pan paniscus. It does not matter which of these we assume the Superchimp
belongs to.) It also recognizes that, when he lost his superior capacities, he suffered
a misfortune. But it implies that this was not a misfortune that left the Superchimp in
a deprived or unfortunate state. According to the Species Norm Account, the Super-
chimp in his brain-damaged state is no more unfortunate than an ordinary chimpan-
zee. The Superchimp’s loss of his enhanced capacities and the consequent sharp de-
cline in his level of well-being are treated by the Species Norm Account in much the
way we think of a multimillionaire’s loss of a million dollars: the loss constitutes a
serious misfortune, but one that leaves the victim in quite a good state overall.

This, however, is the wrong way to think about this case. The brain damage that
the Superchimp suffers causes his psychological capacities to drop from a level char-
acteristic of a ten-year-old human being to a level characteristic of a normal chimpan-
zee. When a comparable decline occurs in the case of a ten-year-old human being, we
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regard it as a tragic misfortune that leaves the victim in a pitifully unfortunate condi-
tion (one of moderately severe mental retardation). But the Species Norm Account
implies that, when this same decline occurs in the case of the Superchimp, the victim
is not unfortunate at all, though he has suffered a misfortune. It seems arbitrary, how-
ever, to suppose that the mere difference in species should make the human being’s
state an unfortunate one while the same state in the Superchimp is not. If the human
being and the Superchimp have both fallen from the same height to the same lower
state, it seems that either both are unfortunate or neither is. (This is consistent with
supposing that the ten-year-old human being is even more unfortunate than the
Superchimp, which, for reasons I will give later, I believe to be true.)

The Superchimp challenges the Species Norm Account in another way. The ex-
pansion of the Superchimp’s psychological capacities greatly extends the range of
well-being found within its species. The existence of the Superchimp therefore resets
the standard against which a chimpanzee’s lifelong well-being is to be assessed in
order to determine whether the chimpanzee has a fortunate or unfortunate life. The
Superchimp’s existence has the effect of making all other chimpanzees less fortunate
than they previously were—not, of course, by affecting their levels of well-being but
by placing their levels of well-being relatively lower on the scale of possible well-
being for a chimpanzee.

This effect need not, however, be a significant one. For the Species Norm Ac-
count takes account of the distribution of actual lives along the spectrum of lives that
are possible within the limits set by the range of psychological capacities within the
species. Thus if all but one member of the species have lives that are well below the
best life possible for a member of the species, any individual whose life is above
the norm may count as fortunate even if its life is well below the peak.

This objection becomes more worrying, however, if we imagine that the distribu-
tion of lives is different. Suppose that the type of genetic alteration responsible for
the Superchimp’s enhanced intelligence affects the germ cells and thus is heritable.
Imagine that a number of cognitively enhanced chimpanzees are created at a time
when chimpanzees have become an endangered species and that the new, intelligent
chimpanzees begin interbreeding and eventually become more numerous than ordi-
nary chimpanzees. At that point, the median for the range of well-being possible for
chimpanzees in normal external conditions will have shifted to a substantially higher
point on the scale that measures well-being. The hitherto normal chimpanzees will
have become abnormal, or retarded, and their levels of well-being will have dropped
below the median level for the species. According to the Species Norm Account,
therefore, they will have become unfortunate. But this seems absurd. If they have
lives that are good relative to the best life they can have given their congenital ca-
pacities and potentials, it seems unreasonable to suppose that they have become un-
fortunate just because an expanded range of well-being has become possible for a
majority of the members of their species. (It is worth noting that this objection ap-
plies even if we take the Species Norm Account to state a sufficient condition of an
individual’s being unfortunate rather than a necessary and sufficient condition.’® Un-
derstood in this way, the account concedes that there may be other grounds for de-
claring an individual to be unfortunate than that the individual’s life is in the lower
part of the range for its species. One advantage of interpreting the account in this way
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is that it then allows for the possibility that the brain-damaged Superchimp is unfor-
tunate even if his level of well-being is moderately high for the species as a whole.
But in this extension of the Superchimp example, the hitherto normal chimpanzees
are below the median level; hence the account implies that they are unfortunate even
if it concedes that falling below that level is not a necessary condition of their being
unfortunate.)

The implication that the previously normal chimpanzees become unfortunate as
the cognitively enhanced chimpanzees become more numerous cannot be evaded by
claiming that the Superchimps would constitute a new species, with its own distinc-
tive set of capacities and range of well-being. For this suggestion is contrary to the
canons of biological taxonomy. The first generation (at least) of Superchimps would
be descended from chimpanzee parents and would, we may suppose, be capable of
interbreeding with other chimpanzees. They would, of course, be genetically differ-
ent in a significant way. But if genetically based cognitive deviation in the direction
of improvement could give rise to a new species, so should equally extreme deviation
in the other direction, in which case those human beings whose severe cognitive im-
pairment is genetically based (and perhaps heritable) should also constitute a differ-
ent, nonhuman species—which, of course, they do not.

It seems, therefore, that we must abandon the idea that whether a being is fortu-
nate or unfortunate depends on a comparison between its life and the lives of the other
members of its species.’® For like the Superchimp, an individual may be a highly de-
viant member of its species; significant aspects of its nature may be very different
from the corresponding characteristics of most or all of the other members of its spe-
cies. It therefore seems arbitrary to assess how fortunate such an individual is by ref-
erence to what is possible for beings whose nature it may not share. The case of the
Superchimp suggests that whether an individual’s life is fortunate or unfortunate de-
pends, in the first instance at least, on how its life compares with what is possible
given its own individual nature or constitution. In what follows, I will attempt to de-
velop and refine this suggestion.

The brain of every individual, whatever that individual’s species may be, appears
to be limited in its psychological capacities: its neural hardware sets limits to its cog-
nitive and emotional capacities and potentials. These limits in turn define or delimit
the individual’s capacity for well-being. Just as a dog’s cognitive and emotional ca-
pacities set limits to the varieties and heights of good it may attain, so a person’s psy-
chological capacities impose limits on the forms and amounts of good his life may
contain. There is nothing surprising about this. However long I set my dog in front of
my print of Goya’s Devota Profesion, he will never derive the least spark of aesthetic
gratification from it. As far as I can tell, my dog is incapable of any sort of aesthetic
response, at least to visual phenomena. This is a dimension of the good from which
my dog seems to be constitutionally excluded. This is a limitation of his nature; but
it does not seem to be a misfortune. There may, indeed, be a general limitation here
on what we are willing to count as a misfortune. If it is an individual’s nature to lack
the psychological capacity to have a certain good in its life, the absence of that good
from its life is not a misfortune.

I have tried to choose my words with care. There are various ways in which the
absence of a good in an individual’s life can be a misfortune even if the individual
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presently lacks the capacity to have that good. The absence of a good from an indi-
vidual’s life can be a misfortune if it is the result of a physical incapacity, even a con-
genital physical incapacity. It can also be a misfortune if the absence is a result of a
transient psychological incapacity, a loss of psychological capacity, or even a loss of
potential for the relevant psychological capacity. But if the incapacity to have or ex-
perience a certain good is psychological in origin and is part of an individual’s con-
genital or native psychological constitution, the absence of that good in the individ-
ual’s life is not so much a misfortune as simply a fact about that individual’s essential
nature.

If it is not a misfortune to lack a good that one is by nature psychologically inca-
pable of having, an individual’s overall lifelong fortune cannot be assessed by com-
parison with a life that may contain goods that the individual is by nature psycholog-
ically incapable of having. For example, a dog’s overall lifelong fortune should not be
assessed by comparison with the life of a person with a highly developed capacity for
well-being. If the dog’s life were assessed relative to that standard, the dog would have
to be regarded as terribly unfortunate, even if it had as good a life as it could possibly
have given the limitations imposed by its cognitive and emotional capacities.

A dog’s life should, it seems, be assessed by reference to what is possible given
its own psychological nature. Generalizing, perhaps we can say that, to determine an
individual’s overall lifelong fortune, we should compare its life with the range of
lives that are possible in the world as we know it, given the limitations on that indi-
vidual’s capacity for well-being imposed by its own psychological capacities. This
requires some elucidation. We are to compare the actual life with the range of hypo-
thetical lives, from worst to best, that would be possible for someone with this indi-
vidual’s psychological capacities. There is, however, a realism constraint. The range
of possible lives includes only lives that are possible in realistic conditions, which are
not limited to the actual circumstances of the individual’s own life but nevertheless
exclude what would be possible only if the world itself were fundamentally different.

There is also the fact that a person’s psychological capacities vary over time. Our
psychological capacities develop gradually and are also vulnerable to decline and
loss. If we are to compare a person’s life to the range of lives that are possible given
his psychological capacities, how are we to identify what his capacities are, given
that they evolve and change over time?

Our account of fortune should accommodate several compelling beliefs. First, it
should not imply that infancy and childhood are unfortunate states. It therefore must
not assess an individual’s present state by reference to what would be possible given his
future psychological capacities. Second, the account should imply that states of cogni-
tive decline—for example, dementia—are unfortunate states. Thus we should evalu-
ate the condition of someone who has suffered cognitive decline by reference to what
would be possible given his former, higher capacities. Third, the account should imply
that, at least within certain limits, someone who undergoes cognitive enhancement is
fortunate, other things being equal. Thus we should evaluate the condition of some-
one who has received cognitive enhancement (for example, through genetic therapy)
by reference to what is possible given his present rather than his former capacities.

One way to accommodate all three beliefs is to insist that a person’s present state
be evaluated by reference to the range of states that would be accessible given the
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highest psychological capacities that he has so far achieved. This allows that an in-
fant may be flourishing if its state is high relative to the range of states accessible to
it given its present capacities, even if its well-being is comparable to that of a con-
tented dog. It implies that a person who has suffered brain damage is in an unfortu-
nate state if his well-being is low relative to what was possible given his former ca-
pacities. And it implies that a person who has undergone cognitive enhancement is in
a fortunate condition, provided that his well-being rises accordingly. If, however, his
level of well-being remains the same as it was prior to the enhancement, his present
state is worse, or less fortunate, than it was before, for he is now worse off relative to
the best that is possible for him. Notice, however, that although we evaluate his pres-
ent state relative to his present capacities, this is not because they are his present ca-
pacities but because they are his peak capacities.

Call this the Peak Capacity Account of the nature of fortune. In order to extend
the account so that it yields an evaluation of a person’s overall lifelong fortune, we
must see a life as a series of stages, assess each stage relative to what was possible
given the highest capacities that the person had achieved at that point, then somehow
combine the various assessments of the stages into a single comprehensive assess-
ment of the life as a whole.

The Peak Capacity Account is, however, challenged by a counterexample—one
involving neither cognitive enhancement nor cognitive decline, but rather the absence
of normal cognitive development.

The Brain-Damaged Individual. An infant suffers brain damage that arrests its psy-
chological capacities at their present level. As this individual grows and matures
physically, his psychological capacities remain comparable to those of an infant.

Most of us believe that this individual has suffered a misfortune and that, as he gets
older, his condition will be a pitiable one. If, however, we assess misfortune relative
to the range of well-being made possible by the peak capacities that an individual has
so far had, this individual may not be unfortunate at all. Both now and in the future
he may fare as well as possible relative to the highest capacity for well-being he ever
possesses. (The Peak Capacity Account may, indeed, be unable to explain why it is
objectionable, because of the effect on the infant itself, to cause it to suffer brain
damage that arrests its psychological capacities at their present level.)

What seems unfortunate about the Brain-Damaged Individual is that, soon after
the brain damage occurs, he begins to fare poorly relative to the range of well-being
he once had the potential to achieve. This suggests a way of revising the Peak Ca-
pacity Account. To determine whether a person’s state is fortunate or unfortunate, we
should compare it to the range of states possible given the highest psychological ca-
pacities that the person has so far achieved, or the highest psychological capacities he
has had the potential to achieve at his present stage of development. Notice that this
takes into account only those psychological capacities that the person has already
achieved or that he has had the potential to have by now. It does not evaluate his pres-
ent state by reference to what would be possible given capacities he now has the po-
tential to have only in the future. Thus the account does not evaluate the state of a
child by comparing it to what would be possible if he had the psychological capaci-
ties he has the potential to have as an adult. In short, the account treats only the fail-
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ure to realize one’s psychological potential as a misfortune. The possession of unre-
alized potential for higher psychological capacities is a misfortune only if the poten-
tial could by now have been realized.

Again, in order to assess a person’s overall lifelong fortune, one must see his life as
a series of stages and assess each stage relative to the psychological capacities he has
had, or has had the potential to have, up to that point. The assessments of the various
stages must then be somehow combined into a single assessment of the life as a whole.

But even this is still not quite right. Consider again the Superchimp. There must
be a sense in which, prior to receiving the genetic therapy, the Superchimp (then just
an ordinary chimpanzee) had the potential to have cognitive capacities characteristic
of a person. Because the Superchimp did actually come to have such capacities, it
must be true that, even before receiving the therapy, it had the potential to have them.
But if the mere possibility of receiving the therapy was sufficient to give the Super-
chimp the potential to become a person, it seems that every chimpanzee in a world in
which such a therapy exists must also have the potential to have the psychological ca-
pacities of a person. In that case, the view I stated in the previous paragraph would
imply that all chimpanzees in such a world would be terribly unfortunate, for their
actual lives would be very inferior to the best kind of life they could have if their po-
tential to become persons were realized.

This is implausible. Although there is a sense in which all chimpanzees would
have the potential to become persons if a genetic therapy existed that could transform
them into persons, they would not be unfortunate if they did not receive the therapy.
It is not a misfortune for a chimpanzee to retain its psychological nature as a chim-
panzee. So the potential to have higher psychological capacities that the Superchimp
had prior to receiving the therapy does not seem to be the kind of potential that is rel-
evant to the evaluation of fortune.

What is needed, it seems, is a distinction between types of potential. In order for
the Superchimp to have the psychological capacities of a person, it was necessary
that the physical basis for those capacities be supplied from the outside—in this case
via genetic therapy. This potential for having higher psychological capacities is ex-
trinsic: it involves only a susceptibility or receptivity to having the relevant capaci-
ties externally provided in a way that is compatible with the beneficiary’s retaining
its identity (that is, continuing to exist). It contrasts with intrinsic potential, which re-
quires that the physical basis for the development of the capacities be present in the
individual. This distinction is difficult to draw with precision, for all potential for the
development of psychological capacities requires external provision of some sort or
other (for example, nutrients) for its realization. I will later, in section 6.2 of chapter
4, try to indicate how very problematic the distinction is. For the moment, however,
it seems necessary to assume that a coherent distinction of this sort can be drawn.
Consider again the Superchimp. Prior to receiving the genetic therapy, the Super-
chimp was just like any other chimpanzee. It had the extrinsic potential (given the ex-
istence of the therapy) to have the psychological capacities of a person, but it would
not have been unfortunate to have remained an ordinary chimpanzee. The therapy,
however, changes its nature. After it receives the therapy, it becomes relevantly like a
human infant: it then has the intrinsic potential to develop the psychological capaci-
ties of a person (that is, the physical basis for the development of the capacities is
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now in place). At any point subsequent to its acquisition of that intrinsic potential, its
state must be evaluated relative to the range of well-being made possible by the high-
est psychological capacities it has had the intrinsic potential to develop at that point.
If, for example, it had suffered brain damage shortly after receiving the therapy, its
subsequent life would have been unfortunate in much the way the Brain-Damaged
Individual’s is, except that the latter is even more unfortunate since he had the intrin-
sic potential for an even higher range of psychological capacities that would have
made a higher range of well-being accessible to him.

Our account of fortune must therefore be revised so that it focuses only on intrin-
sic potential. To determine whether a person is fortunate or unfortunate, we should
compare his condition to the range of conditions that would be realistically possible for
him given the highest psychological capacities he has so far achieved or that he has had
the intrinsic potential to achieve thus far. Call this the Intrinsic Potential Account of
fortune. (It takes this disjunctive form in order to allow for the possibility—at present
merely hypothetical—of a being’s acquiring higher psychological capacities via ex-
ternal augmentation, without ever having had the intrinsic potential to develop them.)

The Intrinsic Potential Account is not immune to objections. I will here mention
just one. The account seems to imply that a congenitally severely retarded human
being, which lacks the intrinsic potential to have psychological capacities higher than
those of certain animals, is not unfortunate. As I have noted, common sense rebels at
this suggestion. Suppose, moreover, that there were a genetic therapy that would
cause new areas to grow in a congenitally severely retarded infant’s brain, thereby
enhancing its cognitive capacities. The Intrinsic Potential Account seems to imply
that there is little more reason to administer this therapy to a human infant than there
would be to administer it to an animal, assuming that it would have a comparable ef-
fect in the latter case as well. The account can of course recognize that it might be
very important for the parents of such an infant to have its capacities raised in this
way. It can also recognize that life in human society might be very awkward for a
Superchimp. Because of considerations of these sorts, the account can accept that in
practice there would be stronger reasons to administer such a therapy to retarded
human infants than to animals. But these contingent reasons are the only reasons that
the account will recognize.

Suppose that one is able to accept the implication that a severely retarded human
being is not unfortunate to have the psychological nature he natively has, just as a
dog is not unfortunate to have the psychological nature it is endowed with. There is
still a further charge that the Intrinsic Potential Account draws arbitrary distinctions.
While it implies that a congenitally severely retarded infant is not unfortunate, it ac-
cepts that a previously normal infant that suffers brain damage is unfortunate, even if
its actual state is indistinguishable from that of the congenitally retarded infant. Yet
if one were to see the two infants in adjacent cots in the hospital, each unable ever to
progress beyond its present psychological capacities, it would seem arbitrary to sup-
pose that one was terribly unfortunate while the other was not.

This may not, however, be as implausible as it initially seems. After all, someone
who was a person but suffered brain damage may now and in the future have cogni-
tive capacities and a level of well-being indistinguishable from those of a contented
dog but will nevertheless be unfortunate in a way that the dog is not. This shows that
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much depends on an individual’s history, or on what his (or its) nature has been. In
the case of the two infants, one began life as a being with high potential but suffered
the misfortune of losing that potential, whereas it is simply the nature of the congen-
itally impaired infant to have the capacities it has. This difference may emerge intu-
itively if we imagine that it is possible to do one or the other of two things, but not
both. Suppose we can either augment the brain of the congenitally retarded infant,
providing it with neural hardware that it presently lacks that would enable it eventu-
ally to become a person, or we can repair the damaged areas of the other infant’s brain,
restoring the potential it has lost. To many of us, it seems more important to repair the
brain-damaged infant’s loss than it is to transform the other’s congenital nature.

The charge of arbitrariness might, however, be refocused on a different compari-
son. Suppose that a congenitally retarded infant is administered a genetic therapy that
gives it the intrinsic potential to develop the psychological capacities of a person.
Suppose that very soon thereafter it suffers brain damage that undoes the work of the
therapy, returning it to exactly the condition it was in prior to the therapy. The Intrin-
sic Potential Account seems to imply that this infant is unfortunate in a w