
The psychological theory of persons



Last week were discussing dualist views of persons, according to which human beings are 
immaterial things distinct from their bodies. We closed by discussing some problems for that view. 

One natural sort of response to these problems is to move from dualism, the view that we are 
immaterial things, to materialism, the view that we are material things. If asked what sort of 
material thing we could be, there seems at first only one plausible answer: we are our bodies.



But this view too faces some serious problems. One comes up in the following passage from the 
dialogue we read for class today:



The argument that Miller is making here is closely related to Descartes’ argument for dualism. 

Descartes argued that it is possible that I exist even though no material things exist, and hence 
that it is possible that I exist without a body; he then argued that from the possibility of me existing 
without a body, it follows that I am not identical to my body (or any other).

Miller is not imagining existing without any body; he is imagining existing in a different body. He 
claims that this is a possible scenario: it is, as says, quite unlikely, and it is hard to see how this 
sort of scenario could come to pass, but it is not incoherent or impossible. We should ask two 
questions about this argument:

1. Is Miller right that it is possible for me to exist in a different body?

2. Is Miller right that if this is possible, I cannot be identical to my body?



We will return to the materialist view of personal identity next week. But for now, the thing to note 
is that we seem to be in trouble. We have two views of persons on the table -- according to the 
first, I am an immaterial thing, and according to the second, I am a material thing. Both seem to 
face serious problems; but it seems as though one or the other must be right. After all, there are 
such things as persons, and what could they be if not either material or immaterial things?



In the passage we read, Miller argues in effect that this dilemma overlooks a third view about 
persons, which is expressed in the following passage:



On the view of persons Miller is sketching, we are supposed to understand persons as collections 
of person-stages. You can think of a person-stage as being just a person at a single time. 

So the theory of persons that Miller is sketching is a theory according to which persons are a 
series of person-stages connected in the right way. So what we need to figure out is: what does it 
mean for a series of person-stages to be connected in the right way?

Miller’s answer to this question involves memory. (The theory he is giving here was first defended 
by the 17th century English philosopher John Locke.) We can put it like this:

The memory theory of persons

Two person-stages are stages of the same person if and only if the later person-stage 
contains memories of the earlier person-stage. 



Weirob raises a problem for this sort of theory:

Why is this a problem for the memory theory?

We can distinguish two replies to this objection:

1. We stipulate that for one person-stage to contain memories of another, the memories must be 
real memories, not false ones. And for memories to be real, they have to be memories of the same 
person.

2. We stipulate that for one person-stage to contain memories of another, the memories have to be 
caused in the right way by the experiences that they seem to be memories of.

Which of these replies is more plausible?



So that’s one sort of problem which arises from having extra, false memories; but other problem 
arise in cases in which we lack memories. John Locke raised the problem in this way:

What problem does Locke have in mind here? What does the memory theory say about cases of 
drunkenness or sleep?



A related problem was raised by Thomas Reid, a Scottish contemporary of Locke:

What objection does Reid have in mind here?



One way to put Reid’s objection using the language of “person-stages” goes like this.

Let A be a person stage of yours at the age of 5, and let B be a person stage of yours at the age of 
13, and let C be a person stage of yours at the age of 17. Then then the following seems possible:

C has memories of the experiences of B, and B has memories of the experiences of A, 
but C does not have memories of the experiences of A.

The problem is that this seems to leads to the following argument:

1. Two person stages are the same person if and only if if the later has memories of the earlier.
    (The Memory Theory)
2. C has memories of the experiences of B.
3. C=B (1,2)
4. B has memories of the experiences of A. 
5. B=A (1,4)
6. C does not have memories of the experiences of A.
7. C≠A (1,6)
8. C=A (3,5)
-----------------------------------
C. C=A & C≠A (7,8)

What sort of argument is this? Is the argument designed to convince you that the conclusion is 
true? If not, what is the point of the argument?



Reid’s argument seems to show that premise (1) of the argument just sketched is false. That was:

 1. Two person stages are the same person if and only if if the later has memories of
     the earlier.

This premise can be thought of as having two parts:

1a. If two person stages are the same person, then the later has memories of the
      earlier.

1b. If a later person-stage has memories of the earlier one, then they are the same
      person.

Premise (1) is equivalent to the combination of (1a) and (1b). We mentioned earlier that if-then 
sentences are sometimes called conditionals. Sentences like premise (1) are called biconditionals, 
because they are like the combination of two conditionals, ‘if p, then q’ and ‘if q, then p.’ You can 
write this as ‘p if and only if q’ (or ‘q if and only if p’ -- order does not matter.

One suggestion for the memory theory is that they should give up (1a). This would be enough to 
solve the problem posed by the example of drunkenness and to block Reid’s argument. 



Does this really solve the problem posed by Reid’s argument? Suppose we replace premise (1)

1. Two person stages are the same person if and only if if the later has memories of
     the earlier.

with premise (1b):

1b. If a later person-stage has memories of the earlier one, then they are the same
      person.

Then we would have the following argument:

1b. If a later person-stage has memories of the earlier one, then they are the same
      person. (The Modified Memory Theory)
2. C has memories of the experiences of B.
3. C=B (1b,2)
4. B has memories of the experiences of A. 
5. B=A (1b,4)
6. C does not have memories of the experiences of A.
7. C≠A (1b,6)
8. C=A (3,5)
-----------------------------------
C. C=A & C≠A (7,8)

Is this argument still valid? If not, why not?

The argument is no longer valid, because the inference from premises (1b) and (6) to (7) is invalid. You 
can think of that inference as being of the form ‘If p, then q; not-p; therefore, not-q.’ But this is not a 
valid form of inference. 



Let’s put all these points together. First, in order to handle the case of false memories, the memory theory has 
to incorporate some distinction between memories which are caused in the right way, and ones which are not.

Second, in order to respond to Reid’s argument, the memory theorist should reject the claim that 

If two person stages are the same person, then the later has memories of the earlier.

That means that they have to reject our theory as initially formulated, which was

The memory theory of persons (1st version)
Two person-stages are stages of the same person if and only if the later person-stage contains 
memories of the earlier person-stage. 

Instead, the memory theory should be stated as follows:

The memory theory of persons (2nd version)
Two person-stages are stages of the same person if the later person-stage contains memories, 
caused in the right way, of the earlier person-stage.

Then we can add this claim:

If A and B are the same person, and B and C are the same person, then A and C are the same person.

Our final version of the memory theory might then intuitively be stated like this: A and B are the same person if 
and only if either (1) A contains memories, caused in the right way, of B, or (2) there is some series of person-
stages connecting A and B which is such that each person-stage in the series has memories (caused in the 
right way) of the immediately preceding person-stage in the series. 

Does this solve all the problems with the memory theory that we have discussed so far?




