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Abstract: 
This article defends novel approaches to what we are and how we persist. First it is claimed that we have disjunctive persistence conditions: we can persist by way of either biological continuity or psychological continuity. Then it is claimed that we are neither human beings nor persons essentially. Rather, we are essentially bio-psycho-continuers, a concept to be explained along the way. A variety of objections are considered and found wanting.

What are we, and how do we persist? Two ways of answering these questions are dominant today. The first answers that we are essentially human organisms and we persist through biological continuity; psycho-logical continuity is irrelevant to our persistence on this view. The second answers that we are essentially persons and we persist by way of psychological continuity; biological continuity is irrelevant to our persistence on this view.1 This article begins by motivating a disjunctive approach to our persistence according to which we persist by way of either biological continuity or psychological continuity.2 An account of what we are is then developed according to which we are neither organisms nor persons essentially. Instead, in a sense to be explained, we are essentially bio-psycho-continuers.

The article divides into three sections. §1 introduces and motivates the disjunctive approach to our persistence. §2 describes how to make this idea fit with Wiggins’ substance concept metaphysic.3 It is claimed that we fall under the substance concept ‘bio-psycho-continuer’ and that neither ‘human being’ nor ‘person’ are substance concepts. §3 considers objections falling under four headings.

1.
How we persist: a disjunctive approach

The biological continuity approach (BCA) affirms that, restricting our attention to non-branching cases, we persist iff we have a biological continuer. The psychological continuity approach (PCA) affirms that, again restricting our attention to non-branching cases, we persist iff we have a psychological continuer. Branching cases pose a problem for either continuity relation being sufficient for persistence period. In a branching case, somebody has two continuers that, on the face of it, are distinct. Given the symmetry and transitivity of identity, she can’t be identical with both of them. Defenders of BCA or PCA will need to say something about such cases, and there is room for disagreement about what to say. I’ll bracket this problem for now and come back to it later. What defenders of either view should agree amongst themselves on is that the relevant continuity relation is necessary and sufficient for our persistence in non-branching cases. That’s what marks them out as defenders of BCA or PCA.

The principal reason for thinking that an alternative disjunctive approach might be possible stems from the kind of support typically offered for BCA and PCA. Defenders of BCA or PCA usually support their favoured approach by showing that it can accommodate and explain certain ostensible cases of persistence. For example, BCA accommodates and explains your having once been a foetus, the possibility of your surviving a brainwash and of your continuing to exist after degenerating into a permanent vegetative state. All three cases involve only biological continuity, which BCA affirms is necessary and sufficient for your persistence in non-branching cases. PCA cannot accommodate these examples. However it accommodates and explains other more exotic cases which BCA cannot involving psychological continuity without biological continuity. For instance, it accommodates the possibility of your surviving the destruction of your entire body except your cerebrum which is kept thinking in a vat and of your surviving the gradual replacement of your biological parts with inorganic parts psychology intact. These cases involve only psychological continuity which PCA affirms is necessary and sufficient for your persistence in non-branching cases.4

To see how these examples suggest the possibility of a middle path consider the way they actually support BCA or PCA. They do so by suggesting that continuity of a certain kind is sufficient for our persistence in non-branching cases. The first examples suggest biological continuity is sufficient, while the second suggest psychological continuity is sufficient. Notice, however, that in doing so the examples support only one aspect of BCA or PCA: their sufficiency claims. They don’t support the necessity claims. Agreeing that you were once a foetus implies biological continuity is enough for your persistence. It doesn’t imply that you couldn’t persist without biological continuity. That idea goes beyond the example. Likewise, agreeing that you could survive the inorganic continuer example implies psychological continuity is enough for your persistence. It doesn’t imply that you couldn’t persist without a psychological continuer. That idea goes beyond the example too.

Notice also that what the one set of examples suggests is consistent with what the other set of examples suggests. Being able to persist by having a biological (but non-psychological) continuer is consistent with being able to persist by having a psychological (but non-biological) continuer. This fact may be overlooked because the examples are typically appealed to in support of theories that are not consistent. BCA and PCA are not consistent because they each affirm their favoured continuity relation is necessary for persistence. Both cannot be right given that biological continuity and psychological continuity can obtain independently.

We are now in a position to see why a middle path may be tempting. The examples appealed to in support of BCA and PCA suggest consistent conclusions. BCA and PCA embrace one set of conclusions and reject the other. This leaves open the possibility of a third option embracing both sets of conclusions. That is to say, it leaves open the option of affirming that both biological and psychological continuity are sufficient for our persistence in non-branching cases while denying either is necessary. This would be to affirm an irreducibly disjunctive approach to our persistence (just a disjunctive approach in what follows) – to affirm that at least two conditions are individually sufficient for our persistence in non-branching scenarios where there is no factor common to them that is itself sufficient.

Note that this disjunctive approach faces a further challenge from branching cases. Trouble will arise not only when somebody has two biological continuers or two psychological continuers, but also when somebody has a biological continuer and a separate psychological continuer. Again, there’ll be room for disagreement on how to handle such cases. But being a disjunctivist isn’t a matter of taking some particular view of branching cases. All the disjunctivist as such is committed to is the claim that both biological continuity and psychological continuity suffice for our persistence in non-branching cases. What they say about cases involving multiple continuers is a further matter which I’ll come back to below (§3.3).

Adopting a disjunctive approach to our persistence has a number of potential advantages. The examples appealed to in support of BCA and PCA are prima facie plausible. BCA gains support from the first set of examples, but faces the challenge of explaining away the second. PCA gains credit from the second set, but has to explain away the first. In contrast, disjunctivism accommodates all the examples without having to explain away any of them. Insofar as the examples are plausible, this is to disjunctivism’s credit. Disjunctivism also has the advantage of being able to accommodate hybrid cases unavailable to BCA or PCA. Take, for instance, a case in which one and the same entity begins as an unconscious human foetus, develops into a conscious adult and then survives as a thinking cerebrum in a vat. This case is, I take it, prima facie plausible, but only disjunctivism accommodates it.
Finally, disjunctivism also avoids certain difficulties BCA and PCA face. Against PCA it may be urged that even if you were never a foetus, there is something that exists where you are that was. And against BCA it might be urged that even if you cannot survive as a cerebrum in a vat, there is something that exists where you are that can. Defenders of these approaches must either argue, against strong intuitions, that there are no such objects or accept the proliferation of entities the alleged coincidences entail. Disjunctivism avoids these difficulties by admitting both that there is an object where you are that was once a foetus and that there is an object where you are that could survive as a cerebrum in a vat and by affirming that the object in both cases is one and the same object, you.

The possibility that we have disjunctive persistence conditions has been neglected in the literature, but this is not because the possibility of disjunctive persistence conditions has been shunned altogether. A disjunctive approach to the persistence of ships is implicit in much of the relevant discussion. It is widely assumed that in non-branching cases ships can survive gradual but complete replacement of parts. It is also assumed that in non-branching cases ships can survive being disassembled and reassembled. These are irreducibly distinct persistence involving processes – there is no common factor between them that is sufficient for ship persistence in non-branching cases. Accepting a disjunctive approach to ship survival only requires accepting that both processes can suffice for ship survival in non-branching cases. It doesn’t imply any particular solution to the notorious branching puzzle known as the puzzle of Theseus’ ship. That puzzle concerns how to handle cases in which one ship has both a ‘part replacement’ continuer and a ‘disassembly-cum-reassembly’ continuer. A non-disjunctivist solution would be to deny that both processes involve ship survival even in non-branching cases. But many philosophers want to solve the puzzle case while accepting both processes suffice for survival in ordinary non-branching cases. These philosophers are, therefore, disjunctivists about ship persistence who seek something satisfactory to say about the troublesome branching cases.5

So far we’ve seen the basic shape and potential advantages of the disjunctive approach to how we persist. We turn now to the question of what we are.

2. What we are: bio-psycho-continuers

This section aims to combine the disjunctive approach to our persistence with the view that we are substances in Wiggins’ sense. What does this mean?

Following Aristotle, Wiggins argues that for any object whatsoever there must be an answer to the question: what is it? A correct answer will supply a sortal concept the object in question falls under such as man, boy, soldier, Greek person, or philosopher. Some sortal concepts, ‘phase sortals’, are restrictions of others. For instance, man and boy are restrictions of human being. A human being may be a boy (or a man) at one time but not at another. According to Wiggins, human being is not a restriction of any other sortal concept – he thinks there is no sortal concept an instance of which can be a human being at one time and not a human being but something else at another; human being, then, is an ‘ultimate’ sortal concept, a ‘substance’ concept, according to Wiggins (pp. 30–33).

Substance concepts (or ‘ultimate sortals’) also determine the persistence conditions of their instances. For natural objects, such as a human being, a cat or a tree (as opposed to artefacts such as ships or clocks), Wiggins ties persistence to the continuity of the object’s principle of activity. The notion of a principle of activity is closely tied to the notion of what an object is for Wiggins. A cat, for example, is an object that manifests certain characteristic behaviours that flow nomologically from a specific Lockean real essence, i.e. a specific microphysical nature. Having the DNA of a cat isn’t enough to be a cat. A mere pound of feline flesh has the DNA of a cat. There’s no cat present unless the DNA is generating the kinds of activity that make up a functioning organism. For Wiggins, particular cats persist so long as their characteristic activities continue. If those activities are radically disrupted, the cat will cease to exist.

Disjunctivists can agree with Wiggins that we belong to the natural kind human being and that we persist, therefore, only if our principle of activity continues. But it is a debatable matter what it takes for our principle of activity to continue. Wiggins himself doesn’t give any simple formula for deciding, although he does indicate that he doesn’t think it is for biologists and other experts on organisms to decide the matter. He regards ‘human being’ as a forensic term tied to issues of agency and responsibility (see p. 234), and he counts ‘exercise of the cognitive faculties’ among our principle of activity (p. 226). Disjunctivists will agree that we are characterised by both biological and psychological activities. And they will urge that the continuation of either kind of activity is plausibly enough for us to persist (in non-branching cases). This view is supported by the intuitions about our persistence described in §1.

An upshot of these views about our persistence is that although we may well belong to the natural kind human being, that kind will not turn out to be a kind of substance. Substance concepts are permanent. But disjunctivists think we can cease being human by persisting as, say, a cerebrum in a vat (which I take it doesn’t count as a human being) or with wholly inorganic parts. Nor will the substance concept we fall under be the concept person. Disjunctivists affirm that we began our lives as non-persons (insensible foetuses) and we can become non-persons again by lapsing into a permanent vegetative state. Note that these points don’timply that we are neither human beings nor persons. Rather we are both but only accidentally for we could cease to be either. ‘Human being’ and ‘person’ are thus ‘phase sortals’ in Wiggins’ terminology, not substance concepts. Note also that this view doesn’t imply that if our parts were replaced with inorganic parts we would persist and a human organism would not. The current view is that we are human organisms and can persist with inorganic parts. No human organism ceases to exist in this situation; it just ceases to count as a human being.

What substance concept do we fall under then? I suggest we fall under the concept bio-psycho-continuer. Something counts as a bio-psycho-continuer only if (in non-branching cases) it can persist by way of either biological continuity or psychological continuity. There are a number of points that need to be explained here. First, I have given only a necessary condition for being a bio-psycho-continuer. The reason is that I don’t want to rule out the possibility of our being able to persist through some means other than biological or psychological continuity. If we could become wholly inorganic entities, this might allow us to persist through some other kind of physical continuity. A sufficient condition for being a bio-psycho-continuer would be having the same persistence conditions that we have. Short of knowing all the possible ways in which we could persist, it isn’t possible to exhaustively characterise what it takes to fall under that substance concept. But we can get by well enough for current purposes with a necessary condition.

Second, it needs to be explained in what sense we have biological and psychological persistence conditions. Substance concepts are supposed to be permanent and are meant to determine the same persistence conditions at all times. While there is an obvious sense in which we may be claimed to have biological and psychological persistence conditions now, it is less clear that we had psychological persistence conditions when we were early foetuses or that we would have biological persistence conditions if we had entirely inorganic parts. So it looks like our persistence conditions can change or worse still that we change substance concept. In fact, we can avoid both consequences.

I suggest that we understand the way the substance concept we fall under fixes our persistence conditions conditionally. Something falls under the concept bio-psycho-continuer only if it is such that if it had suitable biological states, then biological continuity would suffice for its persistence (in non-branching cases), and if it had suitable psychological states, then psychological continuity would suffice for its persistence (in non-branching cases). Obviously, we don’t want to say that a stone satisfies the persistence conditions for being a bio-psycho-continuer trivially on the basis that it couldn’t have biological states or psychological states. So we should add that the persistence conditions genuinely apply to an object only if it could satisfy the relevant antecedents. Here I have in mind metaphysical possibility – the persistence conditions apply to an object only if it is metaphysically possible for that object to satisfy the relevant antecedents. On this view, then, an insensible foetus will genuinely satisfy the conditionals despite not then having psychological states (because it could have them). Likewise, an inorganic continuer of a human being would also genuinely satisfy the conditionals despite not then having biological states (because it could and indeed did). The simple way to put this is that something counts as a bio-psycho-continuer only if it could persist by way of biological continuity and it could persist by way of psychological continuity.6

This gives the basic shape of my answer to the question of what we are. We turn now to objections.

3.
Objections and replies

3.1.
OLSON’S OBJECTIONS

Eric Olson discusses one version of the disjunctive approach and raises a number of objections.7 Firstly, he suggests that permitting substance con-cepts to determine disjunctive persistence conditions risks trivialising the substance concept metaphysic. For any two substance concepts, X and Y, we could disjoin them to form a third substance concept X-or-Y. The latter concept will determine that each of its instances ‘is an X and has the persistence conditions for Xs or is a Y and has the persistence conditions for Ys’ (p. 85). This will result in all sorts of spurious substance concepts. Even thing will come out as a substance concept determining maximally disjunctive persistence conditions.

Fortunately, this result is easily blocked. The problem only arises if we permit substance concepts determining disjunctive persistence conditions regardless of whether it is possible for any one object to persist in the ways described by every disjunct. The disjunctive approach being defended here doesn’t allow this. For instance, nothing will count as a bio-psycho-continuer simply in virtue of persisting by way of biological continuity. It is further required that the entity in question could have persisted by way of psychological continuity. Thus, the fact that there are Xs and there are Ys doesn’t entail that X-or-Y is a genuine substance concept (i.e. one that has or could have had instances). If nothing could persist the way Xs persist and could also persist the way Ys persist, X-or-Y won’t count as a genuine substance concept.
Here’s another difficulty Olson raises for PCA (the psychological continuity approach), which might be levelled against disjunctive approaches too (pp. 110–111). We human persons have both biological and psychological states. According to the disjunctive approach, it follows that we canpersist by way of biological continuity or psychological continuity. However, anencephalic human beings never develop psychological states at all. So it looks like they cannot persist by way of psychological continuity. If so, we have different persistence conditions than anencephalic human beings. If we have different persistence conditions, then we can’t belong to the same substance, since substance concepts determine the same persistence conditions for all their instances. We get the weird result, then, that members of the same natural kind are not the same kind of substance.

I agree that this is an undesirable result, but on the conditional understanding of persistence conditions described above it is avoidable. To qualify as bio-psycho-continuers, anencephalic human beings wouldn’t have to actually develop psychological states. It is enough if they could have had psychological states (i.e. if that is metaphysically possible). For instance, perhaps they could have been born without that abnormality, or perhaps they could have developed psychological states with the right treatment (both seem genuinely possible to me, though I won’t argue for this claim here). If so, then they will still count as bio-psycho-continuers even if they in fact never have psychological states.

Finally, Olson points out that on ‘the traditional view it is natural kinds that are best suited to be substance concepts’ (p. 111). Human being and animal are both good candidates for being natural kinds. But according to disjunctivism, neither are substance concepts. Something can be a human being (or an animal) at one time and not at another. In reply, the fact that traditionally natural kinds have been taken to be substance kinds doesn’t in itself count in favour of continuing to take them that way. At best it might be taken to indicate that there is a good argument to be found for that view. But this argument needs to be given. On the face of it, the substance concept metaphysic is consistent with not taking natural kinds to be substance concepts. The matter turns crucially on whether natural kind concepts are permanent. And that depends on whether they can cease applying to an object without that object’s principle of activity ceasing. Disjunctivists argue that psychological continuity alone can suffice for a human person’s principle of activity to continue, which implies that they can persist while no longer counting as human beings or indeed animals (e.g. by persisting as cerebrums in vats or as inorganic thinkers). Insofar as this claim remains in good standing, disjunctivists are entitled not to regard natural kinds as substance kinds.8

3.2.
WIGGINS’ PERMANENCE PRINCIPLE

It might be thought that the disjunctivist will fall prey to a second trivialisation problem Wiggins himself warns against. Disjunctivists claim that a human person can persist through psychological continuity in such a way as to end up no longer being human. So they introduce a new substance concept bio-psycho-continuer which they claim applies to the entity permanently. Wiggins objects to what looks like a similar move when discussing the Old Testament story (Genesis 19) of Lot’s wife (pp. 65–67).

According to the story, God turned Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt after she disobeyed His instructions. Wiggins imagines somebody urging that this example tells against the permanence of substance concepts. According to this view, human being is meant to be a substance concept, but Lot’s wife is only temporarily a human being. She starts out as a human being but winds up as a pillar of salt. Wiggins then considers defending permanence by giving up the idea that human being is a substance concept and introducing a new substance concept woman-pillar which a thing satisfies by first being a woman and later being a pillar. But he objects that introducing this new substance concept would ‘trivialise’ the permanence principle.

[I]f we could invent sortal concepts simply at will, then the real content of the assertion that something lasted till t and then ceased to exist would be trivialized completely. For if one were unconstrained in the invention of a substantial concept by which to represent that a thing persisted, one would be equally unconstrained in the invention of a substantial concept by which to represent that it failed to persist. We could have it either way, so to speak (p. 65).

His point is that if we could introduce sortal concepts willy-nilly, then whether an object ceases to exist or persists would be free for us to choose – just assign an appropriate, tailor-made ultimate sortal concept.

Is the disjunctivist’s strategy of introducing a new substance concept, bio-psycho-continuer, vulnerable to this objection? I don’t think it is. Wiggins is committed to the view that a human being persists provided its principle of activity continues. That commits him to accepting the following principle for introducing ultimate sortal concepts: introduce a new substance concept when and only when there is continuity of an object’s principle of activity but no recognised ultimate sortal concept to cover it. This principle licences introduction of ultimate sortal concepts only to cover continuity of an entity’s principle of activity. And it guards against the willy-nilly introduction of ultimate sortals that would trivialise the permanence principle.

The above principle for introducing new ultimate sortals fits perfectly with Wiggins objection to the woman-pillar concept. There is no principle of activity that continues when Lot’s wife is transformed into a pillar of salt. So we should not go ahead and introduce the woman-pillar concept. Doing so would be tantamount to the ‘unconstrained’ invention of sortal concepts that would trivialise the permanence principle. But the above principle for introducing new ultimate sortals does not tell against the bio-psycho-continuer concept. Take a case in which a human being’s body is destroyed excepting the cerebrum and the cerebrum is transferred into a vat. Disjunctivists urge that this kind of scenario does continue the human being’s principle of activity – the human’s psychology continues more or less uninterrupted (we may suppose). And since a cerebrum in a vat doesn’t count as a human being, we have need for a covering ultimate sortal concept. So introduction of the bio-psycho-continuer concept is in keeping with a principle of introducing new ultimate sortal concepts that Wiggins is committed to. And it does not fall prey to Wiggins’ trivialisation concerns relating to the woman-pillar concept.

3.3.
THE BRANCHING PROBLEM

The issue of branching has been looming throughout but has been kept on hold until now. One way of stating the difficulty it raises is this. If you can persist by biological continuity and by psychological continuity, it seems it will be possible for you to end up in two places at once – by having a biological continuer and a separate psychological continuer. For instance, suppose you have your cerebrum transferred into a separate newly created human body, leaving your original cerebrum-less body alive in a vegetative state. After the operation the body with the cerebrum will be your psychological continuer, but the body without a cerebrum will be your biological continuer too. If both psychological continuity and biological continuity are regarded as sufficient even in branching cases for your persistence, you will end up in two places at once; but, the objection runs, that’s absurd.

In response, disjunctivists can point out that although BCA and PCA avoid this result – each will affirm that only one post-operation human bears a persistence involving relation to you – both in fact face the same kind of problem. The example here is an instance of the more general problem of branching in which one person bears ordinarily persistence involving relations to multiple continuers. BCA and PCA face cases of branching in which the continuers all bear the same kind of continuity relation to the pre-branching person. Popular solutions (each of which has difficulties) include denying the pre-branching individual survives,9 affirming that she survives but is identical with neither continuer,10 affirming that she ends up in two places at once,11 affirming that branching involves occasional identity,12 or denying there was just one individual to begin with.13 It is open for disjunctivists to adopt any of these responses to the case in hand; fundamentally, branching is no more problematic for disjunctivists than it is for non-disjunctivists.

However, there are more worries that can be raised about this example. First, it might be objected that the fact that non-disjunctivists avoid treating this example as a case of branching is to their advantage. While disjunctivists are stuck with a complicated account of this example stemming from the fact that they think it involves branching, defenders of PCA and BCA have a problem-free account to offer. Defenders of PCA will regard it as a straightforward case in which you survive, for there is exactly one psychological continuer involved. Defenders of BCA will also regard it as a straightforward case in which you survive, for there is exactly one biological continuer involved.

Second, this example is often thought to provide one of the main intuitions in favour of PCA.14 For there is a strong intuition that you go where your cerebrum goes in the example and that the unconscious body that’s left behind isn’t you in any sense. By treating the example as a case of your branching, it may be urged that disjunctivists fail to accommodate the most intuitive interpretation of the case and fail to accommodate one of the primary intuitions in favour of PCA.

To respond to these objections, I admit that at first blush the most obvious interpretation of the example is that you go where your cerebrum goes. But I will argue that in fact there are conflicting intuitions about the case and ultimately neither PCA nor BCA can provide a simple problem-free interpretation of it. I’ll give my argument for this claim and then I’ll spell out how it defuses the objections.

This example poses two problems for non-disjunctivists. First, the example involves two post-operation entities that have good claims to having existed before the operation. Intuitively, the cerebrum-less body is not newly created by the operation, nor is the conscious person who has a cerebrum. Non-disjunctivists face a dilemma here. If they deny the post-operation entity that they claim is not you existed before the operation, they conflict with a strong intuition. On the other hand, if they grant both post-operation entities existed earlier, they wind up with two coinciding entities before the operation that separate after the operation: one with biological persistence conditions and another with psychological persistence conditions. And this view is arguably not less complicated than the disjunctivist approach which involves one kind of entity before the operation with disjunctive persistence conditions.

Second, there’s a strong intuition that had there been only one continuer, that continuer would have been you. For instance, if your cerebrum had been destroyed leaving the rest of your body intact, you would have survived without a cerebrum. On the other hand, if your entire body had been destroyed except for your cerebrum and your cerebrum was furnished with a new body, the resulting person would have been you. Neither non-disjunctivist approach accommodates this. PCA claims you would cease to exist in the first case and BCA claims you would cease to exist in the second. In contrast, disjunctivism does accommodate the intuition that had there been only one continuer, that continuer would have been you. Arguably, that intuition implies both continuers in the original example have a claim to being you; they both bear relations to you that would suffice for your survival in non-branching cases. So the intuition fits well with the disjunctivist treatment of the example as a case of branching.

In light of these considerations we can now defuse the two objections. The first objection was that non-disjunctivists have simple problem-free accounts of the example to offer while disjunctivists treat it as a more complicated case of branching. We’ve seen that the first part of this claim is false. Non-disjunctivist accounts of the example conflict with the intuition that had there been only one continuer that continuer would have been you, and also face a dilemma over what to say about the post-operation entity they claim is not you. Their account of the example is hardly problem-free. The second objection was that disjunctivists fail to accommodate the most intuitive interpretation of the case which also provides the main intuition for PCA: that you are the psychological continuer not the biological continuer. We’ve now seen that this interpretation is not problem-free. It faces the two difficulties just mentioned. So it’s not clear that this first blush interpretation is the right interpretation of the example after all or that it provides clear cut support for PCA.

To conclude, I’ve said that this example is problematic for everybody. Exactly what disjunctivists will say about it depends on their approach to branching. As mentioned above, there are various options they can take, and none are problem-free. What’s important is that disjunctivists aren’t at a major disadvantage dealing with this example since BCA and PCA have their fair share of problems here too. And what’s more important still, perhaps, is that disjunctivists do have a major advantage in being able to accommodate all the less problematic single-continuer cases used to motivate BCA and PCA described in §1. Neither BCA nor PCA match this.

3.4.
THE BRONZE STATUE OBJECTION

Another objection concerns the much-discussed case of the bronze statue. Some philosophers would say that where there is a bronze statue there are distinct but coinciding objects with different persistence conditions: a statue and a piece of bronze.15 Sameness of form is sufficient for the statue’s (but not the bronze’s) persistence,16 whereas sameness of matter is sufficient for the bronze’s (but not the statue’s) persistence. The critic might argue that, given their treatment of ourselves, disjunctivists will be obliged to say, absurdly, that there is just one object in this example, the bronze statue, which can persist either through sameness of matter or through sameness of form.

Granting there are similarities between the cases of ourselves and bronze statues, the critic still needs to explain why disjunctivists are obliged to interpret the bronze statue case in the way described. One way to make the case is this. It might be thought that disjunctivists are arguing quite generally that where there seem to be distinct coinciding objects with different persistence conditions, such as persons and human beings, it is better to affirm there is just one object which has all the different persistence conditions disjunctively. If so, then we could expect them to adopt the disputed interpretation of the bronze statue example.

However, this argument is easily blocked. Disjunctivism doesn’t affirm that general thesis. Disjunctivism about ourselves rests on two key claims. First, the theory accommodates a broad range of intuitions about our persistence (as described in §1). Second, the theory is consistent with a plausible approach to how natural kinds persist (Wiggins’ approach in terms of a principle of activity). None of this implies that statues or pieces of bronze even exist, let alone that they have some specific persistence conditions. Still, it might be urged that considerations exactly parallel to those supporting disjunctivism about ourselves support the disjunctivist stance on bronze statues. So if disjunctivists accept that bronze statues exist, they ought to take the disjunctivist stance on pain of inconsistency.

This second argument doesn’t stand up to scrutiny either. The considerations that support disjunctivism about ourselves don’t carry over to the bronze statue example. Bronze statue disjunctivism, as we may call it, runs counter to intuitions about the case and is also not consistent with any plausible theory of persistence for either artworks or pieces of stuff. On the first matter, suppose an amorphous lump of bronze at t1 is reshaped into a statue at t2. And suppose part of the bronze is broken off and replaced with another similar shaped piece of bronze at t3. The disjunctive approach implies that there is an object that persists from t1 through to t3. But while one could conceivably stipulate that such an object exists, it isn’t an intuitive claim. On the face of it, no object persists through this sequence of changes. Rather, something (a piece of bronze) persists from t1 to t2 and something else (a statue) persists from t2 to t3. Contrast this with a case in which a foetus at t1 develops into a conscious human being at t2 whose body is then destroyed except for the cerebrum which remains thinking in a vat at t3. In this example, it is tempting to say we could survive this sequence of events, for we were once foetuses and could survive as cerebrums in vats.

On the second point, recall, that the disjunctive approach to our persistence sits comfortably (I have argued) with Wiggins’ account of how natural kinds persist – through continuity of their principle of activity. The claim was that biological continuity or psychological continuity can be understood to continue many of our characteristic activities. So from the claim that we belong to the natural kind human being, together with Wiggins’ approach to how natural kinds persist, we can reach the disjunctive approach to our persistence.

In contrast, the disjunctive approach to the bronze statue example makes no sense on any plausible theory either of how artworks persist or of how pieces of stuff persist. Take Wiggins’ approach to artworks. On his view, they don’t persist by way of continuity of characteristic activities as natural kinds do or by way of continuity of function as regular artefacts, like clocks and cleavers, do. Rather an artwork has a:

. . . complex of features that has essential occurrence in the artist’s own implicit or explicit practically realized account (placed where it is in whatever context of artistic understanding) of this very piece of his work (p. 138).

The artwork persists (roughly) just in case that concrete complex of features continues to be realised. Thus we get the idea that continuity of form suffices for the statue to persist. We couldn’t very well add here that understood as an artwork the bronze statue can persist by way of continuity of matter regardless of form too. That just wouldn’t square with the object being an artwork and persisting as artworks persist, i.e. only insofar as certain features the artist had in mind are preserved.

Or consider how pieces of stuff persist. Plausibly, they persist roughly just in case the matter of which they are composed continues to be suitably bound together. It wouldn’t make sense to then say that understood as a piece of stuff the bronze statue can persist if its form is preserved regardless of changes in matter. That just wouldn’t square with the object being a piece of stuff and persisting as pieces of stuff persist, i.e. only insofar as its original physical parts are bound together.

Somebody determined to defend the disjunctive approach to bronze statues could conceivably introduce a new kind of object whose instances persist in the disjunctive manner described. And it might be thought that this merely parallels the move of introducing the kind bio-psycho-continuer. However, the comparison doesn’t hold good. In the case of ourselves, it isn’t necessary to introduce an entirely new kind of object to accommodate our persistence conditions. The claim is that human beings have disjunctive persistence conditions because there are two ways of continuing their principle of activity. Bio-psycho-continuer was introduced as the more fundamental sortal that human beings fall under. We are both human beings and, more fundamentally, bio-psycho-continuers. In contrast, the disjunctive persistence conditions of the bronze statue are not consistent with it being either a piece of stuff or an artwork! The bronze statue would, then, be neither a piece of bronze nor a statue, but something else entirely on this view.

This shows that the considerations in favour of disjunctivism about ourselves and disjunctivism about bronze statues are far from parallel. And it strongly suggests we are at liberty to accept the former view without accepting the latter. The critic might feel here that, despite what’s been said, there is some deeper reason why the claims stand or fall together. But it’s not obvious what that deeper reason might be. I suggest it is up to the critic to supply the argument and that until then disjunctivists are entitled to treat the claims differently.

Conclusion

This article has outlined novel answers to the questions of what we are and how we persist. I have claimed that we are both human beings and persons, but more fundamentally we are bio-psycho-continuers with disjunctive persistence conditions. I claim that this approach has significant advantages over its two main rivals and has held up well against initial objections.17
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11 Ehring, D. (1987). ‘Personal Identity and Time Travel’, Philosophical Studies 52, pp. 427–433
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