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Critique of the claim that personal identity does not matter in survival
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The problem of personal identity involves finding a criterion that explains how a person can sur-
vive over time. A direct relationship exists between personal identity and a person’s survival, as a
person continues to exist by remaining the same individual despite changes rather than disappear-
ing. However, Derek Parfit considers personal identity to be unimportant for survival. He argues
that we are not fundamentally or directly concerned about our future existence as a singular entity.
Instead, what truly matters is that, in the future, there will be individuals who are related to us in
some way—through what he calls the “R” relationship. This connection is formed through a series
of psychological links, which can persist and connect us with these future individuals. According
to many philosophers, personal identity is significant because it serves as the foundation for many

other issues, including religious, moral, and legal matters. The concept of a person is deeply in-

tertwined with assumptions about rights and duties, making its correct interpretation particularly
LEB A I as important. For instance, without a clear understanding of what constitutes a person and their sur-
vival, it is challenging to take a clear stance on issues like abortion or euthanasia. However, Parfit
challenges the traditional perspective by distinguishing these issues from personal survival. He
argues that what truly matters is not the survival of the individual but the continuity of psychologi-
cal connections. These include memory, beliefs, desires, and personality, which are essential. In his
view, rather than preserving personal identity, these psychological links are the basis for addressing
moral and legal concerns. The main criticism of Parfit’s argument is that it reverses the logical
order of the discussion. Proponents of the simple theory of personal identity argue that personal

identity should be the foundational principle. By establishing it as the basis, we can recognize the

impossibility or inconsistency of some of Parfit’s assumptions. In other words, any assumption that

d | doiorg/1030514/icss.26 4.1 undermines personal identity is fundamentally flawed and should be rejected.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The problem of personal identity involves finding an ex- have been proposed regarding the criteria for personal
planation for how, despite numerous changes, a person identity. Some of the mentioned criteria include the soul
remains the same individual rather than becoming some- criterion, body criterion, psychological criterion (memo-

one else or disappearing entirely. Various perspectives ry), brain criterion, modified psychological criterion, and
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biological criterion.

In significance of personal identity

Based on the discussions held thus far, a direct correlation
exists between an individual’s identity and their capacity
for survival. For a person to survive, they must remain the
same through all changes and not transform into some-
thing else or cease to exist. However, Derek Parfit argues
that personal identity is not essential for survival:

Since I cannot be one and the same person as the two-re-
sulting people [in the case in which each half of my brain
is attached to a person/division case], my relation to each
of these people contains what fundamentally matters
in ordinary survival, the case shows that identity is not
what matters. What matters is relation R: psychological
connectedness and/or psychological continuity, with the
right kind of cause (2, p. 279).

This new issue was first raised by Shoemaker

If these remarks do not express truths about the concept
of personal identity, they at least express truths about the
importance of this concept in our conceptual scheme or
our “form of life”. It seems plausible to suppose that in
a world where fission was common, personal identity
would not have this sort of importance (3, p. 284).
Following Shoemaker, Parfit elaborated on this argu-
ment. Parfit claims that personal identity, in the strict
sense, holds no fundamental importance and that we, as
human beings, have no special interest in the survival of
our own existence and continuity.

However, how can we accept that humans are not inter-
ested in their own survival? If this claim were true, all
plans for the future—investments, work, and efforts—
might seem pointless. According to the common and
natural understanding, our future existence is essential to
us, and much of our present efforts are directed toward
improving the conditions for our future. When we make
medium- and long-term plans, we aim to achieve ade-

quate outcomes in the future. If we save money today and

do not spend it all, it is because we plan to make better
use of it ourselves in the future, and so on.

Nevertheless, despite this normal and natural understand-
ing, Parfit argues that we have no fundamental or direct
concern about our own future existence. According to
him, what truly matters is that there will be people in the
future who are related to us in some way. The connection
to these future people is established through a series of
psychological links that continue and tie us to them.
Division argument

The division argument is one of the most important argu-
ments Parfit uses to support his claim:

My division. My body is fatally injured, as are the brains
of my two brothers. My brain is divided, and each half
is successfully transplanted into the body of one of my
brothers. Each of the resulting people believes that he is
me, seems to remember living my life, has my charac-
ter, and is in every other way psychologically continuous
with me. And he has a body that is very like mine (2, p.
254-255).

After proposing this thought experiment, Parfit asks what
would happen to me in such a situation. He then presents
and examines four possibilities:

There are only four possibilities: (1) I do not survive; (2)
I survive as one of the two people; (3) I survive as the
other; (4) I survive as both (2, p. 256).

After examining these possibilities, Parfit concludes that
identity is not important. Although the two people creat-
ed after the brain transplant are not the same as each other
(and therefore not the same as me), this does not mean
that I am destroyed. Instead, I remain in a relationship
with both individuals after the operation. Parfit calls this
the “R relationship”. According to him, the R relation-
ship is a form of connection or psychological continuity
through a proper cause. He argues that, for survival, per-
sonal identity is not what matters—rather, the R relation-

ship is crucial.
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To illustrate this, if we follow Brian Garrett (4, p. 92) and
refer to the recipient of the left half of the brain as “Left”
and the recipient of the right half as “Right”, Parfit’s ar-
gument can be summarized as follows:

1. I am neither Left nor Right;

2. However, the loss of identity is not equivalent to
death—it is not the same as the “evil” of natural death;
3. What matters is my relationship with Left and Right
(the R relationship);

4. Conclusion: Personal identity is not important.

Brian Garrett criticizes the transition from proposition (2)
to (3) as the central flaw in Parfit’s argument. He agrees
with the second premise, acknowledging that the pros-
pect of division is not as bad as death. However, he ar-
gues that basing (3) on (2) is unjustified and distorts the
argument. According to Garrett, the preference for divi-
sion over death has nothing to do with personal identity.
When presented with any alternative to death—whether
or not personal identity is involved—people naturally
prefer the alternative. Therefore, Garrett argues, you can-
not conclude from the preference for division over death
that personal identity is unimportant, and the R relation-
ship is what matters (4, p. 93).

In contrast to Garrett’s claim, even proposition (2) is prob-
lematic. Unclearly, how one can defend the continued ex-
istence of a person while denying their identity, and how
division (and the consequent loss of personal identity) is
less severe than death. Parfit suggests that this exclusion
is based on the fact that, in the real world, survival seems
possible only through the preservation of personal identi-
ty. However, this claim remains speculative. There could
be more plausible reasons than the one Parfit offers. For
instance, one reason could be that survival and personal
identity are inseparable. By “inseparable”, I mean that
this relationship between identity and survival is irre-
placeable. Survival in any other context (beyond human

persons) is only conceivable if the thing itself remains

intact—that is, its identity is preserved. This unbreak-
able connection between identity and survival cannot be
replaced. Excluding human persons from this principle
would require strong justification, and Parfit fails to pro-
vide one.

The fundamental flaw in Parfit’s argument lies in this as-
sumption. Parfit considers mental states and psychological
characteristics to be entirely dependent on the brain, and
consequently, he believes that the brain also determines
a person’s identity. However, accepting this dependence
raises many difficulties. Qualia (the subjective experience
of consciousness) remains a challenge to the view that
mental and psychological processes depend solely on the
brain. Even if we accept the dependence of mental states
on the brain, it becomes even more challenging to accept
that a person’s identity—which encompasses all mental
states and experiences—can also be reduced to brain pro-
cesses. In other words, even if the first claim is accepted,
it cannot be assumed that the whole is simply the sum of
its parts without some independent governing principle.
Thus, it cannot be concluded that division is less severe
than natural death. If natural death signifies the end of
a person, then division also signifies the person’s end.
Therefore, the idea of survival through some kind of con-
tinuity (the R relationship) is unacceptable.

The main flaw in Parfit’s argument is that it reverses the
direction of reasoning. According to proponents of the
simple theory of personal identity, personal identity is the
fundamental premise. By starting from this principle, we
can recognize the impossibility—and thus the incorrect-
ness—of some of Parfit’s assumptions. Any assumption
that leads to violating personal identity is unacceptable;

therefore, division in Parfit’s sense is impossible.

Methods
This research uses the method of philosophical analysis

and critique. The author has examined one of Parfit’s
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views using logical analysis and then critically evaluated

it from a philosophical perspective.

Results

This article is entirely theoretical, and its findings are
also conceptual in nature. The primary result is the rejec-
tion of the division between survival and identity. Parfit
argues that survival is possible without identity; howev-
er, this view is ultimately untenable. Additionally, it is
significant to note that identity holds greater importance
than related concepts such as survival and psychologi-
cal continuity. As a fundamental concept, identity resists

deeper analysis, as it cannot be thoroughly dissected.

Conclusion

Although the problem of personal identity seeks to estab-
lish a criterion for being the same person at two different
times, Derek Parfit has argued that identity is not cru-
cial for survival. Instead, he believes that what matters
is preserving specific psychological characteristics that
connect a person in the present with a person in the fu-
ture, a concept he refers to as the R-relationship. Parfit’s
most significant argument for this claim is the division
argument. However, the division argument encounters
several issues, which weaken its support for Parfit’s po-
sition. Parfit’s claim contradicts our intuition and basic
understanding and thus cannot be accepted without a
strong argument to back it up. Additionally, a significant

problem in Parfit’s work is that it diverts the discussion

from its proper course. The fundamental principle for us
is the preservation of a person’s identity throughout var-
ious changes, as this is the foundation of survival. Aban-
doning this principle while still assuming survival leads

to a dead end.
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