
The psychological theory 
& the dissolving self



Last time we were discussing the psychological theory of persons, and closed by discussing Reid’s argument against 
that view. Recall that the argument went 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)

We noted that this argument has a false conclusion, and hence that one of two things must be true: either the 
argument is invalid, or it has at least one false premise. But the argument certainly seems valid; so it seens as though 
it must have a false premise. So long as we think that Reid’s scenario is really possible, then it seems that thefalse 
premise must be premise (1), which states the Memory Theory.

Because this sort of argument attempts to show the falsity of one of the premises by showing that it leads to an 
absurd conclusion, an argument of this sort is called a reductio ad absurdum, or just a reductio. Many times, it’s 
easier for argue for the conclusion you want by reductio than by giving a direct argument for it.



Let’s return to Reid’s argument. That argument seemed 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, and B is the first person-stage in the series, and A is the last.

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



In a way, Parfit thinks that the memory theory is the right view of personal identity. But he thinks 
that the view has some very surprising consequences. 

In the article we read, he calls this view the “bundle theory.” The reason is that according to the 
psychological theory, a person exists over time because a series (a “bundle”) of person-stages is 
related in a certain way. According to dualist and materialist views, by contrast, a person’s 
existence over time is simply a matter of a certain thing -- whether immaterial or material -- which 
exists at each time. In his terms, both dualist and materialist views of this sort could be thought of 
as versions of the “ego theory” (even though the name suggests dualism rather than materialism).



One way to bring out some of the surprising aspects of the psychological theory is by considering the 
example of teletransportation. Here’s how Parfit describes the case in a longer work of his, entitled 
Reasons and Persons:



If you believe the psychological theory, it seems natural to think of teletransportation as an unproblematic (and 
especially convenient) mode of transportation. After all, the person who emerges from the cubicle has exactly 
the same memories as the person who stepped in; and the person has these memories because of the 
experiences of the person who stepped into the cubicle on earth. Indeed, by comparison with the sorts of 
examples of body-switching discussed last time, teletransportation seems rather unproblematic. 

But it is not unproblematic, as Parfit’s continuation of his story shows:

Why might this sort of example seem to pose a problem for the psychological view?



The problem here is analogous to the problem posed by Reid’s argument.

Let Original-Parfit = Parfit before he stepped into the teletransporter.
Let Earth-Parfit = the person who gets out of the teletransporter on earth.
Let Mars-Parfit = the person who gets out of the teletransporter on Mars.

Then it seems as though all of the following are true, if the psychological theory is true:

Original-Parfit = Mars-Parfit
Original-Parfit = Earth-Parfit
Mars-Parfit ≠ Earth-Parfit

Why does it seem as though, if the psychological theory is true, each of these claims must be 
true? 

The problem is that all three of these cannot be true. So something has to give.



There seem to be two ways that the psychological theorist can respond to this sort of example:

1. Try to set up your theory so that while Original-Parfit = Earth-Parfit, Original-Parfit ≠ Mars-Parfit. 
According to this option, as Parfit puts it

2. Say that, strictly speaking, Original-Parfit ≠ Earth-Parfit and Original-Parfit ≠ Mars-Parfit. Strictly 
speaking, no person at one time is identical to a person at any other time. Personal identity (and 
hence survival over time) is just a matter of degree of similarity.



Option 1 seems more sane, at first glance. So let’s see how we might argue that Original-Parfit = 
Earth-Parfit, even though Original-Parfit ≠ Mars-Parfit. 

A natural line of response would be to say that personal identity requires not just psychological 
continuity, but also physical continuity. And, clearly, Earth-Parfit is physically continuous with Original-
Parfit in a way that Mars-Parfit is not.

Why might this line of response be worrying for the psychological theorist, given the sorts of 
examples used to motivate her theory?

Moreover, as Parfit observes, it seems that the proponent of any criterion of physical continuity must 
say that while replacing 100% of one’s cells is inconsistent with identity, replacing 1% of one’s cells is 
not. (After all, we don’t think successful organ replacements always result in the creation of a new 
person.) But this leads to a kind of dilemma:



So Parfit endorses the second response to cases of teletransportation: all that there is to say about 
such cases is that both people are, to some extent, the same person as Original-Parfit. 

But this view can seem crazy; if it is true, then almost all of our normal beliefs about ourselves and 
our identity over time are wrong. It is hard to believe that the only thing to say about the example of 
teletransportation is that the the person on Mars is to some extent identical to your prior self, and that 
the person on Earth is to some extent identical to your prior self; both are, to some extent, you. We 
are strongly inclined to believe that there must be some fact of the matter about which, if either, is 
you.

We might sum up this “commonsense” view of persons by saying that personal identity is always an 
all-or-nothing matter; any person either is you, or is not you --- there’s no middle ground.

Parfit thinks that the example of teletransportation (plus the discussion of incrementally larger 
physical changes) provides one sort of argument against this commonsense view about persons. But 
in the article we read, he also provides one other argument. 



This argument is based on the sorts of split-brain cases he describes. Here’s an initial, simplified 
description of such a case:

(This is in important respects a simplification of the experimental data; for those who want a less 
simplified discussion, see the optional reading on the course web site by Nagel, “Brain bisection and 
the unity of consciousness.”)



Even more dramatic examples result from consideration of speech, which is controlled by the brain’s 
left hemisphere. Here are some examples. (The descriptions are from the Nagel article.)



Even more dramatic examples result from consideration of speech, which is controlled by the brain’s 
left hemisphere. Here are some examples. (The descriptions are from the Nagel article.)



How do these split brain cases challenge the commonsense view of persons?

In such cases -- think of the simple blue/red case -- it seems that there are two separate streams of 
consciousness. But it seems that one person can’t have two separate streams of consciousness, at 
least of this sort. So it seems that, in the case of split brain patients, there are (at least) two persons 
inhabiting a single body.

But now imagine a surgery to repair the corpus callosum. Surely such a surgery needn’t involve 
ending the life of a person. But then if there were (at least) two persons before the surgery, there must 
be (at least) two persons afterward. (Similarly, it is odd to think that severing someone’s corpus 
callosum involves the creation of a person.)

But you and I are just like a split-brain patient after such surgery (or before having their corpus 
callosum severed). So if there are (at least) two persons inhabiting the body of the split brain patient, 
the same is true of us. 

But this is absurd. What these cases show, according to Parfit, is that our concept of a person is 
inherently unstable; any way of “counting persons” in these cases leads to crazy results. We should 
conclude that all there really are are experiences with certain connections between them. Our talk 
about persons is just a convenient way of grouping these experiences together, but doesn’t really 
correspond to anything in reality. (Compare this to Parfit’s example of clubs.)

How should someone who does not want to take this view of persons respond?


