Were you once a foetus?
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Thoughts and theories about personal identity have created many puzzles throughout its long history. In the first section of this essay I will therefore try to clarify what we mean by the concept of personal identity. I then summarize the three main accounts which are predominant in the contemporary discussion in this area, namely the psychological continuity account, the bodily continuity account and the simple view, and apply them directly to the question we are looking at: Were you once a foetus? By using a famous thought experiment from Williams I will evaluate how our intuitive reactions can lead us to wrong conclusions about personal identity. In my opinion these misjudgements can be rectified though by understanding that our mental life is at the core of personhood, but that we can only persist if there is a body that supports these states and which is continuous over time. 

What is (personal) identity?

Before we tackle the problem of personal identity we first have to be clear what we mean by identity. In the literature the most accepted definition of identity reads:

Identity is the relation that something bears to itself.
The notion of identity entails two basic features; firstly, identity is an All-or-Nothing Relation and secondly, Transitivity holds. The first requirement means that you either were a foetus or you were not - the question is not settled by appeal to similarity. Transitivity (if A=B & A=C then B=C) excludes the possibility that two individuals could have been the same foetus, as they would then be the same individual. Furthermore it is important to disentangle linguistic difficulties from the question we are looking at: “Are you identical to when you were a foetus?“ seems to be aiming at the same concept as “Were you once a foetus?“, but the former will most likely trigger a negative answer by a person, as it focuses on numerical identity. But surely, you have developed different memories, different looks, etc. since your organism was a foetus. We are interested in that part of “you” which persists through time, in that part, which gives us reason to call you by the same name in ten years time.

Subjectivity comes into play. Many philosophers consider questions about Personal Identity like „Was I once a foetus?“ to add two more ingredients to the subject-matter of identity: mentality and subjectivity. Although of course mentality is a difficult area of research, I do not think that the fact that persons have mentality creates difficulties that are not already present with some non-mental objects like computers.
 When it comes to subjectivity though, a new dimension is added which makes the whole debate the more fascinating but at the same time highly complex. The third-person perspective might lure us into thinking that some questions about identity might not be conceptually decidable, but that we could find a conventional solution. Notice that a subjective stance though hardly allows for stipulative answers. It is important to us that “I“ survive, not that someone else survives who has a body and mental states like mine. Many philosophers therefore believe, and I do too, that two further requirements about personal identity have to be fulfilled: The Determinacy Requirement, which demands a yes or no answer to the question of personal identity, and the Intrinsicness Requirement, which finds it implausible that my survival could depend on a rival.

The three main accounts of personal identity

Although it is impossible to draw sharp lines between different theories of personal identity, one can roughly put them into three categories. The first model considers bodily continuity as the important characteristic of personal identity. This account takes the concept of a person as a natural kind term. Olson
 argues that we are essentially human animals. If my body/brain ceases to exist, then „I“ cease to exist as well, even if all my memories and beliefs are transferred into a brain of another person. An advocate of the bodily continuity account will possibly answer affirmatively the question about having been a foetus.

The second account of personal identity is called the „simple view“, which is also widespread among different religions. Swinburne, a defender of the simple view, argues along the following lines: I can imagine myself without having a body, e.g. it is conceptually possible that I attend my own funeral - that only my body has died.
 I can also imagine myself surviving complete amnesia, in which case my memories and character traits are only contingent but not necessary properties of myself. If you were once a foetus is therefore dependent on the foetus having a soul or not. In my opinion, the Simple View faces insurmountable difficulties, as it assumes an immaterial entity, which comes into being without cause, and which interacts with its physical environment. Furthermore, most people find it hard to imagine themselves surviving without any kind of mental properties.

Arguably the most popular theory on Personal Identity is the Psychological Continuity Account. According to this account, you are the same person persisting in time if there is some kind of continuity among your psychological states, independent of the body that supports the psychological states. I will pick up this model at length in the next section. I just want to briefly remark that if we do not consider a foetus to have mental states, then there cannot be psychological continuity with the mental states of an animal. Thus, I could never have been a foetus. 

Psychological Versus Bodily Continuity

In our everyday life, bodily and psychological continuity go hand in hand. Therefore thought experiments are often developed in order to separate the two concepts and to lead us to intuitive answers regarding the question of our personal identity.

The psychological continuity account seems to win. Imagine the following thought experiment, which I have borrowed and slightly modified from Williams
: Suppose there is a human being X who is similar in age, sex and shape to you. All your memories, your character traits, beliefs, etc. are now transferred from your brain into the brain of X, and during that transfer all the memories of your old brain are erased. As memories are physically realized, we allow that the brain of X is morphologically changed, as while erasing the memories of your old brain, the brain will not have the same structure as before anymore. It is important to notice though that this is not equivalent to a brain transfer, as the molecules and atoms of X’s brain are different. In short, X’s brain is psychologically continuous to your former brain, but not bodily continuous. Who are “you“ after the experiment is carried out? The intuitive response of most people is that “you“ are X, as it is hardly imaginable that your former brain, now lacking mental states, is still “you“. The psychological continuity account seems to win. 

Now imagine a second thought experiment, which is nearly identical to the first but with one minor change. In the second experiment, we do not erase the memories of your former brain. In this scenario there is no doubt that “you” will be the original person. It does not matter in terms of personal identity that someone else exists with the same memories and character traits, even if the other brain is structurally identical to yours. The reason for thinking we are still the original person and not X, is the fact that we are bodily continuous with the original person and that it happens that we retain our mental capacities at the same time.

Williams solution to the problem. Williams5 rightly argues that our identity cannot depend on the existence of another person, or in other words, the Intrinsicness Requirement holds. If we are convinced that in the second scenario we are not X, then we cannot be X in the first scenario either. Williams concludes that we have to revise our answer to the first experiment: We most likely survive as the human being with our former body although my mental states were transferred - a person with complete amnesia. This view assumes personal identity as a matter of pure bodily continuity, but in my opinion, it is a mistake to hold this assumption. 

An alternative approach: Our intuitive response in the first scenario is wrong because we consider personhood in general as something which is constitutive of some kind of mental capacities, e.g. second-order desires
; we distinguish ourselves from animals in this particular way. In the first experiment, my body and my mental states are apart but still exist, so it seems likely that “I“ still exist too. We vote for psychological continuity because a human being without mental states of any kind is even less favourable for survival. 

In our everyday experience, our mental life is tied to the same body. We do conceive the “I“ as my memories, character traits, emotions and body. For an understanding of personal identity it is crucial to realize though that this relation is not an equality relation, or in other words not reflexive. There might be another person in the universe with exactly the shape of my body, my memories, character traits, emotions, etc. But this person is not me. For the person to count as me, the person not only needs to have my memories, the person additionally has to be situated in this particular body. 

The only sound conclusion then is that I cease to exist in the first scenario.

There are two necessary conditions for my survival: 

1. Existence of a large part of my mental states, and 

2. The embodiment of these states in my brain
, which has to be continuous. 

If my brain is destroyed, I am destroyed as well, or as Johnston
 puts it: „...it is crucial to the tracing of a human being, that there be continued functioning of that human being’s brain. (...) A human mind is just a mode of functioning of a natural unit whose conditions of persistence are stable in non-mental terms.“ Johnston leaves it open though if I could survive complete amnesia.√ I consider the existence of my mental states as a matter of me being this person, but the psychological continuity is not a necessary condition for my survival. I believe that I would not count as “I“ if I suffer total amnesia. But I am not extinguished forever - I only go out of existence as long as my mental states are absent. 

In support of this view, Wiggins
 has argued that instinctively what matters is that the „animal that is identical with me should not cease to be but should survive“, but that by rationally thinking about who we are we see ourselves as „a certain bearer of a certain range of predicates that are irreducibly mental.“ This strengthens my view insofar, as it stresses the importance of both, mental life and bodily continuity. 

Conclusion

Our everyday life as persons is characterized by the interplay of psychological and bodily continuity. There are good arguments in favour of the bodily continuity account and likewise in favour of the psychological continuity account. Williams has discussed a thought experiment in which he rightly concluded that bodily continuity is more important to our survival as specific persons. I have tried to show though that he goes wrong in assuming that we could live without psychological states. They are at the heart of personhood, and the lack of my mental states would therefore also end the existence of “me”. Although the bodily continuity is fulfilled between “me” and the foetus, the question has to be negated for exactly this reason. 
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� Let us consider the following scenario. Bill owns a Windows PC Laptop „Winnie“ with a certain configuration (RAM, Harddrive, CPU, ...). Bill’s friend Steve owns an Apple Powerbook, called „Macie“. Now Steve wants to tease Bill. Let us imagine three different scenarios:





Steve exchanges the casings of the two Laptops. Winnie looks like Macie, but as soon as you switch on Bill‘s computer he is doing all the tasks as if it was Winnie, in the same speed with the data that was stored on Winnie.


Steve exchanges all the information from the two computers. He then presents Bill a computer that looks like Macie, works with a speed typical of Macie, but still has all the data that was originally associated with Winnie. So if we ask Winnie what his favourite songs are, he will show us the playlist that Bill configured accordingly on his Windows PC. 


Steve exchanges all the information stored on the computers and also the casings; he gives him the computer that looks like “Macie“, performs an operation in a speed that is typical of Winnie, but if we ask Bill’s computer to show us the pictures of a certain year, then Bill does not recognize any of them.





Who and what is Winnie?


There is something that in all three cases is continuous. In the first scenario the looks of Winnie (casings), in the second it is the memories (stored information), in the third the genetics/character traits (performance). This scenario is to show that we can transform our talk about mental and physical states into talk about software and hardware. 





� In the famous identity-puzzle of the ship of Theseus, good arguments can be put forward for either claiming that the numerically identical ship is the ship of Theseus or the one which is functionally continuous to the original ship. However, the very existence of another ship, a rival, starts to get us thinking, which side we are going to take.





� Olson in „The Human Animal“, 1997





� It it doubtful, if this is really conceptually possible though. If I observe people at  my own funeral I have to look through the eyes of a being that interacts with physical matter. 


� Williams in „The Self and the Future“





� Frankfurt in „Freedom of the will and the concept of a person“


� One could argue for the bizarre case of surving as both, the original person and X at the same time.


� I am holding the view that the necessary bodily continuity can be restricted to my brain, as it serves as the carrier of my mental states. My brain in a vat would therefore be personally identical to me, although I would very likely complain about the darkness after a while


� Johnston in „Human Beings“


� Wiggins in „The concern to survive“








