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 Is the persistence of personal identity best 
evidenced through psychological continuity or 
biological continuity? 

 

 How can I, subjectively (first-personally), 
determine whether I have persisted over time? 

 

 How can others, third-personally, determine this? 

 

 Williams will try to answer these questions by 
considering what fears and anticipations we 
would have for ourselves in the future if the body 
or consciousness underwent various changes. 



SCENARIO 1 

Memories, 

etc. 

Memories, 

etc. 

A B 



 Before experiment 

 A wants B-body-person to receive money 

 B wants A-body-person to receive money 

 

 After the experiment 

 Assume A-body-person receives money, and B-body 
person is tortured. 
 

 Presumably, B-body-person (who now has A’s 
memories, etc) should complain that he did not 
receive what he wanted. 

 

 So A’s concern for herself as B-body-person in the 
future seems justified  support for psych cont. 



 Before experiment 

 A wants B-body-person to receive money. 

 B also wants B-body-person to receive money. 

 

 After experiment 

 B-body-person presumably has A’s memories, so 
should applaud himself for his decision 
 

 A-body-person remembers (given B’s memories) that 
she chose torture for this body, so she should regret 
listening to philosophers who defended bodily cont. 

 

 Again, concern for self in the future seems to 
support psychological continuity. 



 Before experiment 

 A wants to get rid of anxiety, so he looks forward to 
procedure. 

 B wants to get rid of frightful memories, so she 
similarly looks forward to procedure. 

 

 After the experiment 

 Presumably, A-body-person should sadly report (with 
B’s consciousness) not losing frightful memories (and 
vice versa with B-body-person). 

 

 Seems to support that body swapping occurred, 
not consciousness swapping. 



SCENARIO 2 

Memories, etc. 



 If experimenter will remove my memories prior to 
torturing this body… 

  does not make me fear the torture less  
 (imagine having amnesia) 

 

 If experimenter will replace my memories with other 
artificial memories prior to torture… 

  does not make me fear the torture less 

 (imagine becoming insane) 

 

 If experimenter will replace my memories with 
someone else’s memories prior to torture… 

  does not make me fear the torture less 

 

 Concern for self in the future supports bodily 
continuity 



 At what point of memory (and character, etc) loss 

and replacement should A cease having concerns 

for future A-body-person? 

 When replacement starts? 

 When someone else’s memories are transferred? 

 Some other time? 

 

 Unclear what difference any of these steps make 

 “If his fears can, as it were, reach through the 

change, it seems a mere trimming how the change is 

in fact induced” (173) 



 Scenario 1 

 Psych. cont. supported based on third-personal 
judgments (how others judge A and B should make 
self-interested decisions) 

 

 Scenario 2 

 Bodily cont. supported based on first-personal 
judgments (what fears A would have for A-body-
person) 

 

 We can follow steps in reasoning in both 
scenarios… so what support is there for bodily 
continuity over psychological or vice versa? 



 Problem with our judgments in Scenario 1 

 Imagining complete transfer of consciousness from one 
body into the other 
 

 But what if this transfer were not complete? What if A’s 
consciousness were duplicated, dispersed, or diminished? 
 

 So “body swapping” can capture a range of mysterious 
changes, not all of which will lead to clear intuitions on 
what A should care about 

 

 “the principle that one’s fears can extend to future 
pain whatever psychological changes precede it 
seems positively straightforward” (180) 
 

 Support for bodily continuity appears stronger, since 
our concerns for our future selves will withstand many 
variations of this scenario. 



 Do you share Williams’ intuitions on the different 

scenarios (and versions)? 

 

 Are these thought experiments problematic for 

figuring out what counts as necessary and 

sufficient evidence for persistence of personal 

identity? 

 

 Does Williams’ approach to resolving this puzzle 

seems compelling?  

 Should we come to a different conclusion? 



QUESTIONS? COMMENTS? 


