IV.36 Brain Transplants and Personal Identity: A Dialogue

DEREK PARFIT AND GODFREY VESEY

Derek Parfit is an English philosopher who was educated and now teaches at Oxford
University. He has made outstanding contributions to the subjects of ethical theory
and the problem of personal identity. His major work is Reasons and Persons (1984).
Godfrey Vesey was educated at Cambridge University and is a professor of philoso-
phy at the Open University. His principal works are Perception (1971) and Personal
TIdentity (1974).

In this dialogue Vesey introduces the problem of split-brain transplants. That is,
a brain is divided in two, and half is put into each of two other people’s brainless
heads. What do we say about this situation? Does the original person survive? Parfit
then responds by developing his ideas of personal identity as psychological identity.

Study Questions

. Describe the imaginary situation of Mr. Brown and Mr. Robinson’s brain transplant.

. What is a “4-memory™?

. What does Parfit think of the “all-or-nothing” view of personal identity> Why does he
hold to his position?

. What are the three possible answers to the question “What’s going to happen to me?” in
the split-brain case and how does Parfit treat them?

. What is Parfit’s solution to the problem?
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BRAIN TRANSPLANTS

IN 1973 IN THE Sunday Times there was a report
of how a team from the Metropolitan Hospital in
Cleveland under Dr. R. J. White had successfully
transplanted a monkey’s head on to another mon-
key’s body.! Dr. White was reported as having said,
“Technically a human head transplant is possible,”
and as hoping that “it may be possible eventually
to transplant parts of the brain or other organs
inside the head.”

The possibility of brain transplants gives rise
to a fascinating philosophical problem. Imagine
the following situation:

Two men, a Mr. Brown and a Mr. Robinson, had
been operated on for brain tumours and brain
extractions had been performed on both of them.
At the end of the operations, however, the assis-
tant inadvertently put Brown’s brain in Robin-
son’s head, and Robinson’s brain in Brown’s
head. One of these men immediately dies, but the
other, the one with Robinson’s body and
Brown’s brain, eventually regains consciousness.
Let us call the latter “Brownson.” Upon regain-
ing consciousness Brownson exhibits great shock
and surprise at the appearance of his body. Then,
upon seeing Brown’s body, he exclaims incredu-
lously, “That’s me lying there!” Pointing to him-
self he says, “This isn’t my body; the one over
there is!” When asked his name he automatically
replies “Brown.” He recognizes Brown’s wife
and family (whom Robinson had never met), and
is able to describe in detail events in Brown’s life,
always describing them as events in his own life.
Of Robinson’s past life he evinces no knowledge
atall. Over a period of time he is observed to dis-
play all of the personality traits, mannerisms,
interests, likes and dislikes, and so on, that had
previously characterized Brown, and to act
and talk in ways completely alien to the old
Robinson.?

The next step is to suppose that Brown’s brain is
not simply transplanted whole into someone

else’s brainless head, but is divided in two and
half put into each of #wo other people’s brainless
heads. The same memory having been coded in
many parts of the cortex, they both then say they
are Brown, are able to describe events in Brown’s
life as if they are events in their own lives, etc.
What should we say now?

The implications of this case for what we
should say about personal identity are consid-
ered by Derek Parfit in a paper entitled “Personal
Identity.” Parfit’s own view is expressed in terms
of a relationship he calls “psychological continu-
ity.” He analyses this relationship partly in terms
of what he calls “g-memory” (“4” stands for
“quasi”). He sketches a definition of “g-mem-
ory” as follows:

Tam g-remembering an experience if (1) I have a
belief about a past experience which seems in
itself like a memory belief, (2) someone did have
such an experience, and (3) my belief is depen-
dent upon this experience in the same way (what-
ever that is) in which a memory of an experience
is dependent upon it.}

The significance of this definition of g-memory is
that #wo people can, in theory, g-remember
doing what only one person did. So two people
can, in theory, be psychologically continuous
with one person.

Parfit’s thesis is that there is nothing more to
personal identity than this “psychological conti-
nuity.” This is #of to say that whenever there is a
sufficient degree of psychological continuity
there is personal identity, for psychological con-
tinuity could be a one-two, or “branching,” rela-
tionship, and we are able to speak of “identity”
only when there is a one-one relationship. It 4s to
say that a common belief—in the special nature
of personal identity—is mistaken.

In the discussion that follows I began by
asking Parfit what he thinks of this common
belief.

From Godfvey Vesey, Philosophy in the Open, 1974, reprinted by permission of Open

University Pres.
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PERSONAL IDENTITY

Vesey: Derek, can we begin with the belief that
you claim most of us have about personal iden-
tity? It’s this: whatever happens between now
and some future time either I shall still exist or I
shan’t. And any future experience will either be
my experience or it won’t. In other words, per-
sonal identity is an all or nothing matter: either I
survive or I don’t. Now what do you want to say
about that?

Parfit: It seems to me just false. I think the true
view is that we can easily describe and imagine
large numbers of cases in which the question,
“Will that future person be me—or someone
else?,” is both a question which doesn’t have any
answer at all, and there’s no puzzle that there’s no
answer.

Vesey: Will you describe one such case.

Pasfit: One of them is the case discussed in the
correspondence material, the case of division in
which we suppose that each half of my brain is to
be transplanted into a new body and the two
resulting people will both seem to remember the
whole of my life, have my character and be psy-
chologically continuous with me in every way.
Now in this case of division there were only three
possible answers to the question, “What’s going
to happen to me?” And all three of them seem to
me open to very serious objections. So the con-
clusion to be drawn from the case is that the
question of what’s going to happen to me, just
doesn’t have an answer. I think the case also
shows that that’s not mysterious at all.

Vesey: Right, let’s deal with these three possi-
bilities in turn.

Parfit: Well, the first is that I’'m going to be
both of the resulting people. What’s wrong with
that answer is that it leads very quickly to a con-
tradiction.

Vesey: How?

Parfit: The two resulting people are going to
be different people from each other. They’re
going to live completely different lives. They’re
going to be as different as any two people are.
But if they’re different people from each other it

can’t be the case that I'm going to be both of
them. Because if I’'m both of them, then one of
the resulting people is going to be the same per-
son as the other.

Vesey: Yes. They can’t be different people and
be the same person, namely me.

Parfit: Exactly. So the first answer leads to a
contradiction.

Vesey: Yes. And the second?

Parfir: Well, the second possible answer is
that I’m not going to be both of them but just
one of them. This doesn’t lead to a contradic-
tion, it’s just wildly implausible. It’s implausible
because my relation to each of the resulting peo-
ple is exactly similar.

Vesey: Yes, so there’s no reason to say that 'm
one rather than the other?

Parfit: It just seems absurd to suppose that,
when you’ve got exactly the same relation, one of
them is identity and the other is nothing at all.

Vesey: It does seem absurd, but there are
philosophers who would say that sort of thing.
Let’s go on to the third.

Parfit: Well, the only remaining answer, if ’m
not going to be both of them or only one of
them, is that ’'m going to be neither of them.
What’s wrong with this answer is that it’s grossly
misleading.

Vesey: Why?

Parfir: If ’'m going to be neither of them, then
there’s not going to be anyone in the world after
the operation who’s going to be me. And that
implies, given the way we now think, that the oper-
ation is as bad as death. Because if there’s going to
be no one who’s going to be me, then I cease to
exist. But it’s obvious on reflection that the opera-
tion isn’t as bad as death. It isn’t bad in any way at
all. That this is obvious can be shown by supposing,
that when they do the operation only one of the
transplants succeeds and only one of the resulting
people ever comes to consciousness again.

Vesey: Then I think we would say that this per-
son is me. I mean we’d have no reason to say that
he wasn’t.

Parfit: On reflection I’m sure we would all
think that I would survive as that one person.
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Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Yes. Well, if we now go back to the
case where both operations succeed . . .

Vesey: Where there’s a double success. . . .

Parfit: 1t’s clearly absurd to suppose that a
double success is a failure.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: So the conclusion that I would draw
from this case is firstly, that to the question,
“What’s going to happen to me?,” there’s no
true answer.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Secondly, that if we decide to say one of
the three possible answers, what we say is going to
obscure the true nature of the case.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: And, thirdly, the case isn’t in any way
puzzling. And the reason for that is this. My rela-
tion to each of the resulting people is the relation
of full psychological continuity. When I’m psy-
chologically continuous with only one person,
we call it identity. But if ’'m psychologically con-
tinuous with two future people, we can’t call it
identity. It’s not puzzling because we know
exactly what’s going to happen.

Vesey: Yes, could I see if I've got this straight?
Where there is psychological continuity in a
one—one case, this is the sort of case which we’d
ordinarily talk of in terms of a person having sur-
vived the operation, or something like that.

Parfit: Yes.

Vesey: Now what about when there is what
you call psychological continuity—that’s to say,
where the people seem to remember having
been me and so on—in a one-two case? Is this
survival or not?

Parfir: Well, 1 think it’s just as good as sur-
vival, but the block we have to get over is that we
can’t say that anyone in the world after the oper-
ation is going to be me.

Vesey: No.

Parfit: Well, we can say it but it’s very implau-
sible. And we’re inclined to think that if there’s
not going to be anyone who is me tomorrow,
then I don’t survive. What we need to realize is
that my relation to each of those two people is

just as good as survival. Nothing is missing at all
in my relation to both of them, as compared with
my relation to myself tomorrow.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfir: So here we’ve got survival without
identity. And that only seems puzzling if we
think that identity is a further fact over and
above psychological continuity.

Vesey: It is very hard not to think of identity
being a further fact, isn’t it?

Parfir: Yes, I think it is. I think that the only
way to get rid of our temptation to believe this is
to consider many more cases than this one case of
division. Perhaps I should give you another one.
Suppose that the following is going to happen to
me. When I die in a normal way, scientists are
going to map the states of all the cells in my brain
and body and after a few months they will have
constructed a perfect duplicate of me out of
organic matter. And this duplicate will wake up
fully psychologically continuous with me, seem-
ing to remember my life with my character, etc.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Now in this case, which is a secular ver-
sion of the Resurrection, we’re very inclined to
think that the following question arises and is very
realand very important. The question is, “Will that
person who wakes up in three months be me or will
he be some quite other person who’s merely artifi-
cially made to be exactly like me>”

Vesey: It does seem to be a real question. I
mean in the one case, if it is going to be me, then
1 have expectations and so on, and in the other
case, where it isn’t me, I don’t.

Parfit: 1agree, it seems as if there couldn’t be
a bigger difference between it being me and it
being someone else.

Vesey: But you want to say that the two possi-
bilities are in fact the same?

Parfir: 1 want to say that those two descrip-
tions, “It’s going to be me” and “It’s going to
be someone who is merely exactly like me” don’t
describe different outcomes, different courses of
events, only one of which can happen. They are
two ways of describing one and the same course
of events. What I mean by that perhaps could be
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shown if we take an exactly comparable case
involving not a person but something about
which I think we’re not inclined to have a false
view.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Something like a club. Suppose there’s
some club in the nineteenth century. . . .

Vesey: The Sherlock Holmes Club or some-
thing like that?

Parfit: Yes, perhaps. And after several years of
meeting it ceases to meet. The club dies.

Vesey: Right.

Parfit: And then two of its members, let’s say,
have emigrated to America, and after about fif-
teen years they get together and they start up a
club. It has exactly the same rules, completely
new membership except for the first two people,
and they give it the same name. Now suppose
someone came along and said: “There’s a real
mystery here, because the following question is
one that must have an answer. But how can we
answer it?” The question is, “Have they started
up the very same club—is it the same club as the
one they belonged to in England—or is it a com-
pletely new club that’s just exactly similar?”

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Well, in that case we all think that this
man’s remark is absurd; there’s no difference at
all. Now that’s my model for the true view about
the case where they make a duplicate of me. It
seems that there’s all the difference in the world
between its being me and its being this other
person who’s exactly like me. But if we think
there’s no difference at all in the case of the
clubs, why do we think there’s a difference in the
case of personal identity, and how can we defend
the view that there’s a difference?

Vesey: 1 can see how some people would
defend it. I mean, a dualist would defend it in
terms of a soul being a simple thing, but. . . .

Parfit: Let me try another case which I think
helps to ease us out of this belief we’re very
strongly inclined to hold.

Vesey: Go on.

Parfit: Well, this isn’t a single case, this is a
whole range of cases. A whole smooth spectrum

of different cases which are all very similar to the
next one in the range. At the start of this range of
cases you suppose that the scientists are going to
replace one per cent of the cells in your brain and
body with exact duplicates.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Now if that were to be done, no one has
any doubt thatyouw’d survive. I think that’s obvious
because after all you can Jose one per cent of the
cells and survive. As we get further along the range
they replace a larger and larger percentage of cells
with exact duplicates, and of course at the far end
of this range, where they replace a hundred per
cent, then we’ve got my case where they just make
a duplicate out of wholly fresh matter.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Now on the view that there’s all the dif-
ference in the world between its being me and its
being this other person who is exactly like me, we
ought in consistency to think that in some case in
the middle of that range, where, say, they’re going
to replace fifty per cent, the same question arises: is
it going to be me or this completely different char-
acter? I think that even the most convinced dualist
who believes in the soul is going to find this range
of cases very embarrassing, because he seems com-
mitted to the view that there’s some crucial per-
centage up to which it’s going to be him and after
which it suddenly ceases to be him. But I find that
wholly unbelievable.

Vesey: Yes. He’s going to have to invent some
sort of theory about the relation of mind and
body to get round this one. I'm not quite sure
how he would do it. Derek, could we go on to a
related question? Suppose that I accepted what
you said, that is, that there isn’t anything more to
identity than what you call psychological conti-
nuity in a one-one case. Suppose I accept that,
then I would want to go on and ask you, well,
what’s the philosophical importance of this?

Parfit: The philosophical importance is, I
think, that psychological continuity is obviously,
when we think about it, a matter of degree. So
long as we think that identity is a further fact,
one of the things we’re inclined to think is that
it’s all or nothing, as you said earlier. Well, if we
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give up that belief and if we realize that what
matters in my continued existence is a matter of
degree, then this does make a difference in actual
cases. All the cases that I've considered so far are
of course bizarre science fiction cases. But I think
that in actual life it’s obvious on reflection that,
to give an example, the relations between me
now and me next year are much closer in every
way than the relations between me now and me
in twenty years. And the sorts of relations that
I’m thinking of are relations of memory, charac-
ter, ambition, intention—all of those. Next year
I shall remember much more of this year than I
will in twenty years. I shall have a much more
similar character. I shall be carrying out more of
the same plans, ambitions and, if that is so, I
think there are various plausible implications for
our moral beliefs and various possible effects on
our emotions.

Vesey: For our moral beliefs? What have you in
mind?

Parfit: Let’s take one very simple example.
On the view which I’m sketching it seems to me
much more plausible to claim that people
deserve much less punishment, or even perhaps
no punishment, for what they did many years
ago as compared with what they did very
recently. Plausible because the relations between
them now and them many years ago when they
committed the crime are so much weaker.

Vesey: But they are still the people who are
responsible for the crime.

Parfir: 1 think you say that because even if
they’ve changed in many ways, after all it was just
as much they who committed the crime. I think
that’s true, but on the view for which I’'m argu-
ing, we would come to think that it’s a com-
pletely trivial truth. It’s like the following truth:
it’s like the truth that all of my relatives are just
as much my relatives. Suppose I in my will left
more money to my close relatives and less to my
distant relatives; a mere pittance to my second
cousin twenty-nine times removed. If you said,
“But that’s clearly unreasonable because all of
your relatives are just as much your relatives,”
there’s a sense in which that’s true but it’s obvi-

ously too trivial to make my will an unreasonable
will. And that’s because what’s involved in kin-
ship is a matter of degree.

Vesey: Yes.

Parfit: Now, if we think that what’s involved
in its being the same person now as the person
who committed the crime is a matter of degree,
then the truth that it was just as much him who
committed the crime, will seem to us trivial in
the way in which the truth that all my relatives
are equally my relatives is trivial.

Vesey: Yes. So you think that I should regard
myself in twenty years’ time as like a fairly distant
relative of myself?

Parfit: Well, I don’t want to exaggerate; [
think the connections are much closer.

Vesey: Suppose I said that this point about
psychological continuity being a matter of
degree—suppose I said that this isn’t anything
that anybody denies?

Parfit: 1 don’t think anybody does on reflec-
tion deny that psychological continuity is a mat-
ter of degree. But I think what they may deny,
and I think what may make a difference to their
view, if they come over to the view for which I’m
argning—what they may deny is that psycholog-
ical continuity is all there is to identity. Because
what 'm arguing against is this further belief
which I think we’re all inclined to hold even if we
don’t realize it. The belief that however much
we change, there’s a profound sense in which the
changed us is going to be just as much us. That
even if some magic wand turned me into a com-
pletely different sort of person—a prince with
totally different character, mental powers—it
would be just as much me. That’s what I'm
denying.

Vesey: Yes. This is the belief which I began by
stating, and I think that if we did lose that belief
that would be a change indeed.

NoOTES

1. Sunday Times, 9 December, 1973, p. 13.
2. Shoemaker (1963) pp. 23-24.
3. Parfit (1971) p. 15.



318

PART FOUR: PHILOSOPHY OF MIND: THE MIND-BODY PROBLEM

For Further Reflection

1. Is Parfit’s analysis of the problem of the split-brain case plausible? Do you think that he
correctly construes the issue or does he already presuppose controversial premises?
2. Do you think that there is another solution to the problem of personal identity?



