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Parfit’s “Realism” and his Reductionism

Introduction

Though famously Derek Parfit is known for his reductionism about persons, he does, in fact, also profess a form of realism about persons based on the way the language of persons and personal identity is used. We might say that Parfit is an ontological reductionist about persons but not a conceptual reductionist. In this discussion note I try to bring out a difficulty for this kind of hybrid view by showing that there are many ways – too many in fact – in which we use the language of persons and personal identity that cannot be reconciled with the core of Parfitian ontological reductionism. If it is true that the kind of reconciliation Parfit and his followers assent to is untenable, then a stark choice is presented between reductionism and a repudiation of most, if not all vestiges of realism. A genuine reductionist ought to choose against the latter.

“Realism” and Reductionism

In Reasons and Persons (1984: 211) Parfit claims that,

(3) A person’s existence just consists in the existence of a brain and body, and the occurrence of a series of interrelated physical and mental events

But also that

(5) A person is an entity that is distinct from a brain and body, and such a series of events.

There is an apparent inconsistency in (3) and (5), and Parfit spends some time attempting to resolve it. Given Parfit’s reductionist metaphysics, we might wonder what his motivation is in claiming (5), given the attachment to (3). (3) is explicitly reductionist; (5) is implicitly non-reductionist.  Parfit claims (1984:212) that

[i]f this version is consistent [the version of reductionism that includes (3) and (5)], as I believe, it is the better version. It stays closer to our actual concept of a person. (My emphasis).

In other places in Reasons and Persons (and indeed elsewhere) Parfit expresses the desire to reconcile our intuitive or commonsense understanding of what it is to be a person with his own reductionist account. I take it that Parfit’s motivation in this regard is very much akin to Hume’s in his analysis of singular causal statements.
 Hume denied the existence of necessary connections between causes and their effects. But he was left with the task of explaining away our disposition to believe in such things. Hume concluded, essentially, that we invent necessary connections as an artefact of our habits or customs; Parfit, too, can be understood as explaining our beliefs in persons in these terms. There are persons, says Parfit, because of the way in which we talk (Parfit 1984: passim). The reality of persons is thus not something we arrive at world-to-word, but the other way around. Nevertheless, our inventing persons in this conceptual-cum-linguistic way serves a certain function, and although we ought to eliminate persons from our ontology, we need not eliminate them from our thinking and discourse.

Parfit’s argument for the reconciliation of (3) and (5) is presented in Appendix D (“Nagel’s Brain”) of Reasons and Persons.
 Parfit’s metaphysics of the self is captured by (3): Parfit believes that there are no such things as selves construed as objects which exist separately from brains, bodies and the mental and physical events that go on within them.
 But because we talk as though there are such objects Parfit is motivated to account for why we might think they exist. He does this by comparing the way the word ‘I’ is used to refer to persons with the way words such as ‘France’ are used to refer to nations. Shortly I will present this comparison and how it is meant to support Parfit’s argument. However, first I need to set up some distinctions, and a little more background.

As Parfit (1984: 470) puts it, following Nagel, the word ‘I’ may be used either (1) intending to refer to whatever it is that explains psychological continuity, or (2) intending to refer to the subject of one’s experiences. This is a question about the meaning of the word ‘I’. But there are two further factual questions to be answered: (3) what is it, in fact, which explains psychological continuity, and (4) what is it, in fact, that is the subject of one’s experiences? On the question of meaning Parfit thinks that ‘I’ is used intending to refer to the subject of one’s experiences, it is not used intending to refer to what explains one’s psychological continuity. As to the facts, Parfit thinks that though it is the brain which in fact explains one’s psychological continuity, the brain is not to be identified with the subject of experiences.

Clearly Parfit is correct to claim that the brain is what in fact explains our psychological life. But what I want ultimately to take issue with is his conjunctive claim that the word ‘I’ refers to subjects of experiences, and that these subjects of experiences are not to be identified with brains, bodies, or anything at all that subjects do, or anything at all which goes on inside subjects. This conjunctive claim is reflected in the following passage:

On the Reductionist view that I defend, persons are not separately existing entities. The existence of a person just involves the existence of his brain and body, and the doing of his deeds, and the occurrence of his mental states and events.
 But though they are not separately existing entities, persons exist. And a person is an entity that is distinct from his brain or body, and his various experiences. A person is an entity that has a brain and body, and has different experiences. My use of the word ‘I’ refers to myself, a particular person, or subject of experiences. (Reasons and Persons, p.471)

How is this combination of claims to be defended?

As we have seen, Parfit’s professed realism about persons is driven by the desire to provide an account which is as close as possible to the ordinary ways in which we think about persons. These ordinary ways of thinking about persons are reflected in the way we refer to them, in particular by our deployment of the word ‘I’, and also by our use of proper names. Parfit claims that the truth of his reductionist view is no bar to successful reference.

Here is the argument. Following Parfit (1984: 470), let’s describe some object that we are attempting to refer to as our intended referent. Our attempts at reference are accompanied by beliefs about the nature of the object we have in mind. Sometimes these beliefs are all false, or nearly all false, and so our intended referent simply does not exist. Reference fails. Parfit gives the example of the Greek God Zeus, believed to be the cause of lightning and thunder. We now know that the cause of lightning and thunder is a meteorological condition. Did the Greeks thus succeed in referring to this condition by the use of the word ‘Zeus’? Parfit rightly concludes that the intended referent in this case – a God with personal attributes – is too unlike a meteorological condition, and so reference fails.

In the case of the word ‘I’, Parfit thinks that we have enough true beliefs about its intended referent, viz., the subject of experiences which is myself, to successfully refer to it. Parfit uses Hume’s analogy to make the point. We are all reductionists about nations. A nation is not an entity which exists separately from its citizens and the land they inhabit. Rather, a nation just consists in its people, the various activities they engage in, the institutions operating in conjunction with these activities, and the physical objects which support those activities: the land, seas and rivers, cities etc. Everything a nation does can be explained in terms of these other things. Yet, says Parfit, we do successfully refer to nations, and to the things they do. Australia exists and we can talk about it, as opposed to the Australian people, or the Australian government, or Australian territory. ‘Australia’ refers to Australia which is a real entity distinct from each of these other things, even though constituted by all of them. Further, we do have a perfectly good understanding of the distinction between nations which do exist, and ones which do not. Australia and France exist; Ruritania and Atlantis do not. Likewise, says Parfit (1984: 472), “[s]ome people exist, and can be referred to, while others never exist, and cannot be referred to. I and Thomas Nagel are two of the people who ever exist, and can be referred to. But we cannot refer to my non-existent Roman ancestor, Theodoricus Perfectus.”

So far so good, but these claims would be consistent with a view that is explicitly anti-realist. You might think that ‘I’ and proper names like ‘Derek Parfit’ are convenient abbreviations which facilitate communication. In that case when I use the word ‘I’, my real intended referent is a (perhaps temporally local) psychologically continuous bundle of experiences. If it so happens that this abbreviation more or less matches for effectiveness use of the word ‘I’ in the mouth of the non-reductionist, then there is every motivation to retain use of the word ‘I’. However, Parfit never explicitly indicates that this is what he has in mind, and so I think we should take it from what he does say that ‘I’ is not a convenient abbreviation to be deployed with a nod and a wink. It is intended, rather, to refer in the ordinary way to selves that are distinctively subjects of experiences. The crucial claims come on p. 472 of Reasons and Persons. Back to nations.

When we use the word ‘France’ we refer to a nation, we are not referring to something other than a nation. We are not referring to this nation’s government, or to its citizens, or to its territory. This can be shown as follows. If ‘France’ referred to the French government, France would cease to exist if the government resigned and there was a period of anarchy. But this is false. Nations continue to exist during periods when they have no government. Similarly, if ‘France’ referred in 1939 to those who were then French citizens, France would cease to exist when these citizens cease to exist. This is also false…There is a use of the word ‘France’ which refers, not to the nation but to the country, or this nation’s territory. When we claim that France is beautiful, we are referring to its land and its buildings. But, on the other use, ‘France’ refers to the nation, not to its territory. If ‘France’ referred to French territory, France could not cease to exist unless that territory ceased to exist. This is also false. What was once the territory of the nation Prussia still exists. But Prussia has ceased to exist. (Reasons and Persons, p. 472.)

Parfit wants to say, then, that ‘I’ refers to something that exists as a distinct, though not separately existing, entity from the “empirically given” person. But, as he acknowledges, someone might object to this along these lines: Most people believe their existence is all-or-nothing, and that this is explained by the fact that ‘I’ refers to the persistence in them of a Cartesian Ego. Since this is false, isn’t there a failure of reference here just as there is a failure of reference from ‘Zeus’ to a meteorological condition? Parfit responds:

‘Zeus’ does not refer because a [meterological] condition is too unlike a God. Persons on the Reductionist View are unlike persons on the Non-Reductionist View. But they are much more similar than Gods and [meterological] conditions. I can therefore claim that persons exist. And since persons exist, though in a different way from that in which we are inclined to believe, our attempts to refer to persons can be claimed to succeed. (Reasons and Persons, p. 473.)

Parfit thinks that we can successfully refer when our intended referent has enough of the properties actually possessed by the object in question. Although persons are not Cartesian egos, the reductionist has quite a robust picture of selves nonetheless. According to Parfit, even after stripping away from persons the Cartesian vestiges to which we are attached, there is enough left for us to maintain use of ‘I’ and the proper names we use. Of course we can quibble at the quantum suggested here by use of the word ‘enough’. What Parfit has in mind by ‘enough’ is ‘most’. Textual backing for this comes in Parfit’s argument against Nagel that use of the word ‘I’ is intended to refer to one’s brain.

…a person’s brain does not have most of the properties that most of us believe we have…[W]hen most of us use the word ‘I’, our brains are not very similar to what we believe to be our intended referents. This counts against the claim that, when we use ‘I’, we are in fact referring to our brains. (Reasons and Persons, p. 473. My emphasis.)

I take it, then, Parfit’s thesis that ‘I’ can refer to subjects of experiences is supported by his claim that most of the properties of the intended referent are possessed by persons as understood by his reductionist metaphysics. The word ‘most’ is unfortunately an elastic concept. Still, it does mean, at the very least, more than 50 per cent, and since I do not intend to get bogged down in an unnecessary debate, I will define it in this conservative way. It follows from this definition of ‘most’ that if there are contexts in which the intended referent of ‘I’ does not have at least 50 per cent of the properties of the object in question, Parfit’s support for (5) above will have proved to be an illusion. In what follows I intend to show that there are indeed many contexts in which what we intend by our use of ‘I’ cannot be supported by Parfit’s reductionist metaphysics. More simply, I will try to show that if we accept (3) above we cannot consistently support (5).

Problems for Reconciliation

Parfit is a metaphysical anti-realist about selves. Selves are, on his view, mere bundles of experiences which over time are linked together psychologically in causally continuous ways by what he calls the R Relation. For Parfit, survival depends on the holding of the R Relation; a corollary of this is that persons can be individuated in virtue of what R-Related bundles of experiences there are. A person is thus distinguished from other persons by the particular bundle of experiences that constitutes that person, not by the particular subject he or she is, understood as a separate thing from those experiences. That persons reduce to sets of experiences affects the way we judge questions of survival. If we know all of the experiential facts relevant to questions of survival in such cases, we know everything. To then ask a further question about whether some person has or has not survived would presuppose that there is a further fact relevant to survival. There is no such fact. I take these comments to express Parfit’s fundamental metaphysical position on persons. There are no selves if we understand selves as separate from R-Related bundles of experiences.

However, as we have seen, Parfit is happy to accept a form of realism about selves which is generated by the way we use language. No doubt this is partly motivated by the fact that in ordinary life actual cases of survival are always cases of identity – we do not live in a world where the thought experiments describe how things are – and so we are not forced to choose between common sense understandings about the persistence of persons and philosophical understandings. The language of personal identity seems quite generally to be up to the job of describing cases of survival. 

The trouble is that in language we do not restrict ourselves just to judgements about the survival of particular persons existing now in relation to actual persons existing at earlier times. Included in our talk about the persistence of persons are statements about what could, or would, have been the case had certain events occurred instead of the ones that actually occurred. And obviously such talk is utterly pervasive. Consider:

(i) Instead of being a philosopher, I could have been a musician.

(ii) If I had been brought up in Japan, I would have spoken perfect Japanese.

(iii) Though SM is a philosopher, he could have been a musician.

(iv) If SM had been brought up in Japan, he would have spoken perfect Japanese.

The issue here is not what makes statements like these true. The point is that they are uncontroversially taken as true by speakers of natural languages. And so Parfit should agree that they ought to count as true given his subscription to realism, albeit a realism generated by the way we talk. On the other hand such statements would not count as true on Parfit’s metaphysical anti-realism. This is because a person reduces to the particular set of experiences which constitutes a particular life. In (i) and (iii), for example, the assertion is that there could have been a quite different set of experiences, giving shape to the life of a musician, from the set that gives shape to the life of a philosopher, and yet this quite different set of experiences would have belonged to the same person as the philosopher. But, for Parfit, this is strictly false: though some musician could have been psychologically continuous with SM before SM became a philosopher, it is plausible to think that, after some period of time, this musician would not have had at least fifty per cent of the properties SM has at the time of utterance of either (i) or (iii). Accordingly, given Parfit’s metaphysical position, it is plausible to think that both (i) and (iii) are false.

Still, can we do better than this? Turning to statements (ii) and (iv) can we imagine circumstances which would render them uncontestably false on Parfit’s reductionism, yet taken as true according to common usage? Yes we can. If, for example, my mother had moved to Japan during her pregnancy with me, then (excepting the possibility of some experiences in the womb) none of the experiences I in fact had, would have been had by my Japanese-speaking self. So, apart from my physical features and a range of dispositional characteristics, very few, let alone most, of the properties I have when uttering (ii) would have been had by myself, in our imagined circumstance. 

Yet the utterance of (ii) is an ordinary claim understood by all, and one which would be taken as true by close to all ordinary speakers. It follows that there are statements which, according to Parfit’s reductionism are false, and according to his linguistic realism are true. Something has to give.

Before we consider what has to give, we should eliminate one possible way in which Parfit might respond. He might say this: “Sentence (i) might apply to a range of possible cases. In some of these cases the musician I might have been is suffienctly similar to the philosopher I am, and that makes (i) true; in other cases the complete lack of similarity is sufficient to make it false; in between there are cases where, because the person in the counterfactual situation has some of the properties I now have, and some that I do not have, (i) is neither true nor false. In other words, the question of my survival when comparing possibilia is indeterminate, and so the question of whether I refer to myself should also be regarded as indeterminate. Thus questions of reference and survival can be made to cohere.” 

Can Parfit respond this way? No he cannot. Consider again what is motivating his realist position. He claims when we refer to persons we are not referring to anything other than a person, such as its brain, body, or the experiences it has. This is analogous to the idea that when we refer to nations we are not referring to the bits that make up nations. So, although metaphysically, survival may be indeterminate – at least this is what Parfit argues – reference is not. After all, Parfit might argue, how could the question of whether or not I refer be indeterminate if when I refer my words pick out nothing other than the person: either the person exists, or it does not. Thus, for Parfit, that we can refer to persons is quite a determinate matter.

I have argued above that there are statements using proper names or the personal pronoun ‘I’ which are false according to Parfit’s reductionism, but which ought to be taken as true according to his endorsement of our ordinary ways of speaking. Two possible solutions suggest themselves: treat reference to persons as indeterminate in a way that would track the metaphysical thesis about persons, or treat survival as determinate so as to cohere with the thesis that reference to persons is determinate. I have, above, explored the first possibility, but as we saw, this does not gel with Parfit’s stated motivation for retaining our ordinary ways of speaking that use ‘I’. The alternative clashes with Parfit’s central reductionist program; the whole point of Parfit’s reductionism is that we should give up any deep investment in the concept of identity for a much weaker commitment to the concept of survival, a relation that never logically guarantees identity, and one that may hold in degrees.

If the arguments adduced here are right, then those who support a Parfitian reductionist program need to choose between a thesis that understands a particular person as consisting in nothing but a series of physical and psychological atoms – roughly (3) above – and a more robust thesis that will allow for the truth of ordinary counterfactual claims about a particular person – (5) above is such a thesis. A serious Parfitian of course ought to choose the first thesis. 
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� David Hume (1978: 77-82, 155-173).


� In this appendix Parfit attacked a view of Nagel’s that appeared in an unpublished draft. The view is that a person is essentially his or her brain. I am not going to discuss here the arguments and counter-arguments that arise in this connection. My target is just the reconciliationist view of Parfit’s which receives its most articulate expression at this point in Reasons and Persons.


� Parfit’s arguments for his ontological reductionism have been repeated now in the literature probably hundreds of times and I won’t add to that here. For those who are new to this material see both his (1971) and part three of Reasons and Persons (1984).


� This may seem an unorthodox use of the word ‘event’. But Parfit earlier explains this as follows: “It will help to extend the ordinary sense of the word ‘event’. I shall use this word to cover even such boring events as the continued existence of a belief, or a desire. This use makes the Reductionist View simpler to describe. And it avoids what I believe to be one misleading implication of the words ‘mental state’. While a state must be a state of some entity, this is not true of an event.” (Reasons and Persons, p211.)
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