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Last time, in response to Reid’s objection to Locke’s version of the memory theory of persons, we 
ended up with a view of personal identity which included the following two claims:

Today we will be discussing arguments against both the modified memory requirement and the 
memory guarantee.

The memory 
guarantee

If A does remember an 
experience of B, then 
A=B.

The modified memory 
requirement

If there is no memory relation 
between A and B, whether 
direct or indirect, then A≠B.

(Where, as last time, what it means to say that A has an indirect memory relation to B is that there is 
some series of persons of which A and B are both members which is such that every member of the 
series has memories of the preceding member of the series.)



Let’s first discuss the example of the mad 
torturer, which is due to Bernard Williams. 

Williams noticed that one important fact about 
our concept of personal identity is that there is a 
sense in which one can only anticipate, or fear, 
experiences which are going to happen to 
you. In something like the sense in which I 
cannot feel your toothache, it seems that there is 
a clear sense in which I cannot fear something 
painful which is going to happen to someone 
else - at least, the relevant sense of “fear” seems 
quite different.

Williams used this fact to argue against the 
memory theory of persons and, in particular, 
against the memory requirement.
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The memory 
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If A does remember an 
experience of B, then 
A=B.

The modified memory 
requirement

If there is no memory relation 
between A and B, whether 
direct or indirect, then A≠B.

It is hard not to agree with Williams here: fear, surely, would 
still be in the proper reaction. 



But if the memory requirement were correct, it seems that fear 
would not be the proper reaction -- at least, not fear of torture. For, 
if the memory requirement were correct, that would not be you 
being tortured, but someone else. The right reaction would be 
something like pity; we would be inclined to say, “That poor 
person; I hope that it will be over with quickly for them.” But this is 
not how we would react to the situation, it seems.

In fact, if the memory requirement were correct, the most troubling part of the story from a self-interested point 
of view would be the part at which the torturer announces that your memories will be erased; for that, 
according to that theory, would be your death.

But if we would be right to fear the torture - and if it is true that one can only have this attitude of fear towards 
one’s own future experiences - then this seems to show that we don’t really think of ourselves in the way that 
the memory theory says we should.

Can the memory theorist reasonably reply that while we would fear the torture, that this is in fact irrational, and 
based upon a confused idea of our own nature?
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still be in the proper reaction. 



A second sort of problematic case for the memory theory focuses not on the memory 
requirement, but the memory guarantee. This is Parfit’s example of the teletransporter.
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A second sort of problematic case for the memory theory focuses not on the memory 
requirement, but the memory guarantee. This is Parfit’s example of the teletransporter.

The initial version of the journey by 
teletransportation to Mars seems 
relatively unproblematic, even if 
currently technologically 
impossible.
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If A does remember an 
experience of B, then 
A=B.
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The problems begin with the arrival of the New 
Scanner.

The problems posed by this case are closely 
related to the problems posed by Reid’s example. 
As in the case of Reid’s argument, it will be useful 
to  introduce some terms so that we can talk 
about this case clearly.

Original-Parfit = Parfit before he stepped into the 
teletransporter.

Earth-Parfit = the person who gets out of the 
teletransporter on earth.

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

Earth-Parfit = the person who gets out of the 
teletransporter on earth.

Mars-Parfit = the person who gets out of the 
teletransporter on Mars.

The character in the story seems to be correct 
when he says “If I’m here I can’t also be on 
Mars.” But that is just another way of saying this:

Earth-Parfit ≠ Mars-Parfit

The problem is that both Earth-Parfit and Mars-
Parfit stand in direct memory relations to 
Original-Parfit. Hence, if the memory guarantee is 
true, we know that each of the following must be 
true.
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The character in the story seems to be correct 
when he says “If I’m here I can’t also be on 
Mars.” But that is just another way of saying this:

Earth-Parfit ≠ Mars-Parfit

The problem is that both Earth-Parfit and Mars-
Parfit stand in direct memory relations to 
Original-Parfit. Hence, if the memory guarantee is 
true, we know that each of the following must be 
true.

Earth-Parfit = Original-Parfit

Mars-Parfit = Original-Parfit

But, for reasons which are by now familiar, the 
three claims in blue cannot all be true: this trio of 
claims is inconsistent. So, if the scenario Parfit 
describes is really possible, it looks as though 
the memory guarantee implies a contradiction. 
But then the memory guarantee must be false.
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Earth-Parfit ≠ Mars-Parfit

Earth-Parfit = Original-Parfit

Mars-Parfit = Original-Parfit

But, for reasons which are by now familiar, the 
three claims in blue cannot all be true: this trio of 
claims is inconsistent. So, if the scenario Parfit 
describes is really possible, it looks as though 
the memory guarantee implies a contradiction. 
But then the memory guarantee must be false.

At this stage, the memory theory might seem to be in pretty bad shape. The two parts of that theory are 
the memory guarantee and the memory requirement, and we have now some pretty convincing 
arguments against each of these claims. The example of torture seems to show that the memory 
requirement is false, and the example of the teletransporter seems to show that the memory guarantee is 
false.

Parfit suggests a radical response to these problems. According to Parfit, when we talk about “personal 
identity” or “being the same person”, we aren’t really talking about an all-or-nothing thing. Rather, we are 
just talking about degrees of psychological similarity. So when I say that A and B are the same person, 
what I really mean is just: A and B are psychologically connected in certain interesting ways. 

One useful comparison (which Parfit suggests elsewhere) is a comparison of persons to clubs, or teams. 
Suppose that we begin a personal identity discussion club at Notre Dame. People gradually leave and 
join the club, and some of the rules change, and eventually people decide that at meetings things other 
than personal identity may occasionally be discussed. At one of the meetings (in 2048) someone says: “Is 
this really the same club as the one formed way back in 2009?”
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At this stage, the memory theory might seem to be in pretty bad shape. The two parts of that theory are 
the memory guarantee and the memory requirement, and we have now some pretty convincing 
arguments against each of these claims. 

Parfit suggests a radical response to these problems. According to Parfit, when we talk about “personal 
identity” or “being the same person”, we aren’t really talking about an all-or-nothing thing. Rather, we are 
just talking about degrees of psychological similarity. So when I say that A and B are the same person, 
what I really mean is just: A and B are psychologically connected in certain interesting ways. 

Parfit suggests, and this seems right, that this is not a very deep question. The club in 2048 is similar in 
some ways to our club, and different in other ways; there is no further fact about whether the two clubs 
are really the same. We could decide to say that they are identical or distinct, but our choice seems 
somewhat arbitrary.

Parfit’s radical suggestion is that people are, in this way, like clubs. When we ask, “Is Original-Parfit really 
the same person as Mars-Parfit, or Earth-Parfit?” we are not asking a very deep question. Each is similar 
in certain important ways to Original-Parfit, and that is pretty much the end of the story. There is simply 
no further, fundamental fact about which one is identical to Original-Parfit.

This view has some surprising consequences. One is that questions about death and survival also do not 
have all-or-nothing answers. Think about Earth-Parfit after he comes out of the New Scanner. One 
naturally thinks that he should be very upset about the fact that he is going to die soon. But, if Parfit is 
right, he should be much consoled by the fact that Mars-Parfit, who is psychologically extremely similar 
to him, will continue to live - after all, ordinary survival just is a matter of there being someone 
psychologically quite similar to me who continues to exist. (Compare the survival of a club.)

One useful comparison (which Parfit suggests elsewhere) is a comparison of persons to clubs, or teams. 
Suppose that we begin a personal identity discussion club at Notre Dame. People gradually leave and 
join the club, and some of the rules change, and eventually people decide that at meetings things other 
than personal identity may occasionally be discussed. At one of the meetings (in 2048) someone says: “Is 
this really the same club as the one formed way back in 2009?”
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in certain important ways to Original-Parfit, and that is pretty much the end of the story. There is simply 
no further, fundamental fact about which one is identical to Original-Parfit.

One might think that Earth-Parfit could protest: 

“But Mars-Parfit isn’t me! Why should I feel better about dying because this other guy will live!” 

But if Parfit is right, this is just confused. Mars-Parfit sort of is Earth-Parfit -- they are psychologically 
similar in important ways and, if Parfit is right, that is all there is to personal identity. If Parfit is right, 
Earth-Parfit has nothing to complain about.

Many people find this particular consequence, and Parfit’s denial of the reality of facts about personal 
identity in general, extremely difficult to believe. But it does find some support in some psychological 
research done over the last few decades. 
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These are studies of patients whose corpus 
callosum has been severed. The corpus 
callosum is a pathway which connects the 
left and right hemispheres of the human 
brain and, in normal subjects, allows the 
two hemispheres of the brain to exchange 
information.

If the corpus callosum is severed, the two 
hemispheres of the brain cannot exchange 
information. So any sensory data about the 
environment available to, for example, the 
left hemisphere, will not be available to 
guide the movements of the left hand, 
which is controlled by the right hemisphere. 
Information available only to the right 
hemisphere will not be reportable in 
speech, since speech is controlled by the 
left hemisphere.

The results of giving sensory data to just 
one of the hemispheres of the brain of such 
a patient are striking.

Many people find this particular consequence, and Parfit’s denial of the reality of facts about personal 
identity in general, extremely difficult to believe. But it does find some support in some psychological 
research done over the last few decades. 



The results of giving sensory data to just one of the hemispheres of the brain of such a patient are 
striking.



The results of giving sensory data to just one of the hemispheres of the brain of such a patient are 
striking.



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

The following two principles seem quite plausible (especially if, like memory theorists, 
we think that the nature of persons is tied closely to consciousness):

Ownership

Every conscious experience 
must be an experience of 
someone.

Awareness

If someone has a conscious experience, it 
must be at least in principle possible for them 
to be aware of that experience.

Now think about a case in which a split-brain patient has a red stimulus presented to the right half of 
their visual field, and a blue stimulus presented to the left half of their visual field. If you ask the subject 
what color they see, they will say “Red”, since this was the color presented to the part of the eye which 
feeds input to the left hemisphere of the brain, which controls speech. 

If you put a pen in the left hand of the left hand of the subject, and ask what color was just seen, that 
hand will write “Blue.” So it seems that there must have been a conscious experience of blue - 
otherwise, how would the hand know what color to write?

So it is clear that there is a conscious experience of red; so, by Ownership, there must be someone 
who is having this experience. Let’s call this person “Mr. Red.”

But if there is a conscious experience of blue, by Ownership someone must have had this experience. 
Let us call the person who has this experience “Mr. Blue.”



So it is clear that there is a conscious experience of red; so, by Ownership, there must be someone 
who is having this experience. Let’s call this person “Mr. Red.”

Now the crucial question is: Is Mr. Red the same person as Mr. Blue? It seems to follow from Awareness 
that they are not the same person. After all, if you ask Mr. Red whether he has had any experience of 
blue, he will say “No.” And no amount of introspection on his part will allow him to remember having a 
conscious experience of this sort; and of course this is not because he forgot having the experience, but 
because he was never aware of having it. But then, by Awareness, he didn’t have it. 

But if there is a conscious experience of blue, by Ownership someone must have had this experience. 
Let us call the person who has this experience “Mr. Blue.”

Hence it seems that Mr. Red ≠ Mr. Blue. So there are two persons in the body of the split brain patient. 

This is a bit weird on its own. But further oddities result from consideration of what this conclusion says about 
non-split-brain patients, like us. 

Ownership

Every conscious experience 
must be an experience of 
someone.

Awareness

If someone has a conscious experience, it 
must be at least in principle possible for them 
to be aware of that experience.

There seem to be three things we can say:

1. While the split brain patients 
are in experiments of this sort, 
there are two persons inhabiting 
their body; but, at other times, 
there is just one person 
inhabiting their body.

2. Split brain patients always have 
two persons inhabiting their body, 
but non-split brain subjects do 
not.

3. All of us, split-brain and 
non-split-brain subjects alike, 
have two (or more) persons 
inhabiting their body.



There seem to be three things we can say: But each of these options seems, 
for various reasons, absurd.

There remains a fourth option: our talk about persons, or subjects of experience, is just a convenient 
fiction for talking about conscious experiences. The split-brain cases illustrate that there are cases 
in which this convenient fiction breaks down; in cases like the one described above, there is a red 
experience and a blue experience, and that is all that we can say; there is no further fact about 
whether these experiences are experiences of the same person, or not. But this is, of course, the 
radical view we ascribed to Parfit.

If this were true, then simply flashing some red and 
blue lights at someone would bring a new person 
into existence; and turning off the lights would kill 
that person.

If this were true, then severing the corpus callosum 
of an epileptic patient would bring a new person 
into existence; and reversing the surgery would kill 
that person.

Non-split brain patients never have conscious 
experiences of which they are not aware; but then 
it would follow that there is a person inhabiting my 
body which never has any conscious experiences 
at all. But then in what sense does that person 
even exist?

1. While the split brain patients 
are in experiments of this sort, 
there are two persons inhabiting 
their body; but, at other times, 
there is just one person 
inhabiting their body.

2. Split brain patients always have 
two persons inhabiting their body, 
but non-split brain subjects do 
not.

3. All of us, split-brain and 
non-split-brain subjects alike, 
have two (or more) persons 
inhabiting their body.


