 Deciphering Person-identity Conventionalism

1. Introduction

‘Conventionalism’ is an umbrella term for a cluster of views about person-identity. All these views accept the core idea that conventions, or what are often known as person-directed practices, are crucially involved in the identity of persons over time, and that had those conventions or practices been different, the individuation and persistence conditions of persons would have been different. Whether conventionalism is an appropriate term for these views is debatable. If we think of conventions in the manner that Lewis did, as practices that must be settled one way or another, but where it does not matter which way they are settled, then we are likely to find the idea that persons are conventional in this sense perplexing.
 Deciding which entities are persons does not seem akin to deciding which side of the road we should drive on. Nevertheless, I continue to use the term ‘conventionalist’ for the cluster of views in question, since it is now well entrenched in the literature under that name. 


The purpose of this paper is not to argue for conventionalism broadly understood, nor for any particular version of conventionalism. That is a task I, and others have undertaken elsewhere.
 Rather, since there is frequent confusion about conventionalism, I will first be concerned to clarify what it is that conventionalists really say about the identity of persons over time. Since there are a number of different views that broadly fall under the banner of conventionalism, it will be part of the task of this paper to disentangle these views and determine what they have in common and where they disagree. 


To that end I distinguish four distinct views, each of which is a version of conventionalism: multiple candidate semanticism, multiple candidate conventionalism, strong conventionalism and eliminative conventionalism. In section two I given an overview of conventionalism broadly understood, and then explicate each of these four versions of conventionalism. In section three I consider what these views have in common, and how they differ both in answering important questions about our identity over time, and in their ontological commitments. Finally in section four I evaluate a very general objection to conventionalism and argue that it is not compelling. The hope is that by disentangling the various claims, commitments, and core ideas of conventionalists, not only will it be possible to get a grip on conventionalism in its various guises, but also to see the sorts of resources that conventionalism brings to the personal-identity debate, the sorts of questions it answers well, and the important areas in which further research is required. 

2. What is Conventionalism?

In part, conventionalism is a particular view about the relationship between two distinct questions. The first is the metaphysical question of what persons are, and under what conditions they persist over time. The second is the moral and prudential question regarding around which entities we should structure our prudential and moral concerns. That is, how should we distribute blame, praise, responsibility, property, and compensation over time, and to which entities should our self-concern, anticipation and prudential reason attach? In theory the answers to these two questions could yield two distinct sets of entities. Since many of us think that the answers to these questions ought to yield one and the same entity, a person, we seek ways to tighten the connection between the two questions.  


A cluster of views that we might broadly think of as conventionalist are ones that tighten the connection between the two questions by holding that answers to the moral and prudential question constrain, inform, or determine, answers to the metaphysical question. Conventionalists, then, reverse the usual order of explanation. Instead of thinking that first we answer the metaphysical question of what the persons are, and then use that answer to determine around which entities we should structure our moral and prudential concern, they hold that the process is reversed. It is not that I have moral and prudential concern for this set of future person stages
 rather than that set because the former is the same person as me and the latter is not, rather, very crudely, the former set of person stages are me and the latter are not because I have moral and prudential concern for the former and not the latter.  

Conventionalists agree that person-directed practices—which include, among other things, social practices of tracking persons over time, holding persons responsible for their past actions, compensating persons for past events, having rules for the ownership of property over time and so forth, practices of self-concern such as anticipating and planning for the future, having prudential concern for one’s future, regretting past actions—are crucial to determining who the persons are. Exactly why the view is called conventionalism is unclear and potentially misleading. There are two slightly different ways in which we might think that ‘conventionalism’ captures something about the view. The first is that the persistence of persons over time is sensitive to facts about our moral and prudential practices, such that had those practices been different the persons would have been different. So personal-identity is conventional just in the sense that what counts as being a persisting person can vary across time and community in virtue of these practices varying.  A second sense in which personal-identity is conventional is the sense in which some of the person-directed practices are conventions. This is not to say that they are conventions in Lewis’ sense. But then not all practices we are inclined to call social conventions are such that it does not matter what choice we make, so long as we make a choice. In some good sense it is a social convention that we enact certain forms of punishment against people who we think have done wrong. But it matters whether and how we do this. Some of the social person-directed practices seem analogous to this kind of social convention. Others are less well described as conventions. Having attitudes of self-concern and anticipation towards future stages does not seem to be a convention in any good sense of the world. It is likely then, that conventionalism is an unfortunate name for the view. Not all the practices are conventions.

Indeed, conventionalists are usually clear that many of the practices in question—particularly those better described as attitudes rather that practises such as anticipating and having self-concern towards future stages—might be hard-wired into our psychologies and capable of being changed in only limited ways. The idea is that different practices in the cluster might be capable of changing to greater and lesser degrees, with some capable of only narrow changes. It is, therefore, no part of conventionalism that these practices can be changed on a whim or by fiat the way we might change which side of the road we drive on, nor that changing these practices to the extent that we can change them, is inconsequential and not a matter for concern. 

Thus conventionalism is not the view that it is in some way a conventional matter whether an entity that exists at t is the same entity as one that exists at t+. Conventionalism requires no recherché views about identity in some way being a conventional matter. Rather, it is the claim that is in part constitutive of the very identity of persons that certain conventions hold, just as it is part of the identity conditions of a statue that it has a certain shape. 

2.1 Kinds of Conventionalism

The weakest version of conventionalism is what I will call multiple candidate semanticism. This is the view according to which there exist multiple, equally eligible candidates to be the referent of our term ‘person’. These candidates might include human animals, psychologically continuous entities, bodily continuous entities and so forth. Which of these entities we pick out by ‘person’ depends on purely semantic facts about our use of the term. If in fact we pick out human animals by ‘person’ then had our semantic practices been slightly different, we would have picked out, say, the psychologically continuous entities, and therefore our claims about persons and their individuation conditions would in turn have been different. In this sense it is conventional which entities the persons are, since it is a matter of semantic convention, if you will, which objects are the persons. But the individuation and persistence conditions of the candidates is in no way conventional: all that conventions do is determine which of these candidates the label ‘person’ attaches to.

Defenders of multiple candidate semanticism often, in addition, suggest that in fact ‘person’ as we use it is semantically indeterminate between referring to the various candidate entities. 
 Call this the semantic indeterminacy thesis. The thought is that the semantic indeterminacy thesis helps explain the impasse in trying to determine which of various competitor accounts of personal-identity is right. 

Let us say that two persisting objects coincide with one another at a time just in case they are composed of the same matter at that time. Then the semantic indeterminacy thesis is well placed to explain many of our conflicting intuitions. Mostly the various candidates to be the referent of ‘person’ coincide. Thus at most times it makes no practical difference to which entity we are referring, or whether our reference is determinate. In cases where the candidates cease to coincide, however, our intuitions flounder and we find widespread disagreement. For instance, consider a case where an entity united by bodily continuity, and a coincident entity, united by psychological continuity, enter a tele-transportation device. Does the person survive? The entity united by bodily continuity does not survive, but the psychologically continuous entity does. If it is indeterminate to which of these two entities our term ‘person’ refers, then since one candidate referent survives and the other does not, this explains why we are unsure what to say in this situation, and why there might be disagreement. Yet had our linguistic practices been somewhat different, ‘person’ would have determinately referred to the psychologically continuous entity, and it would have determinately been the case that the person survived. If our practices had been different again, ‘person’ would have determinately referred to the bodily continuous entity and it would have determinately been the case that the person failed to survive. 

Multiple candidate conventionalism shares with multiple candidate semanticism the claim that there are multiple entities that are candidates to be the persons. But rather than claiming that which of these entities are the persons depends on semantic facts about our term ‘person’ and its reference, instead this is the view that what makes it the case that one, rather another candidate entity is the person are facts about our person-directed practices. Suppose we have a human animal, an entity united by relations of bodily continuity, and an entity united by relations of psychological continuity. According to multiple candidate conventionalism, which of these entities is the person depends on around which of these entities our person-directed practices are structured. If our practices are structured around the human animal, such that we anticipate and feel self-concern only towards future animal stages, hold only future animal stages responsible for current actions and so forth, then the human animal is the person. Likewise if our practices are structured around the psychologically continuous entity then that entity is the person. 

A third version of conventionalism, which I will call strong conventionalism, was proposed by myself and David Braddon-Mitchell.
 It is the view that person-directed practices partly constitute the identity conditions of persons over time. This is not the claim that there exist a number of entities that are candidates to be persons, and the one around which our practices are structured is the person. It is not the claim that it is constitutive of identifying the persons that such practices obtain. Rather, it is the strong claim that persons are in part composed of those practices. Persons are, in the language of mereology, the mereological fusion of certain conscious entities or stages thereof, and various person-directed practices. To put it another way, persons supervene on stages of conscious entities and person-directed practices. Take away either of these things and you take away the person. For a conscious, aware, human animal towards around which none of these practices were structured would not be a person. It would be the host of a series of experiences, but it would have no sense of self. It would not think of itself as having existed in the past, nor anticipate or care about its existence in the future. It would engage in no prudential or moral reasoning. It would not see itself as an agent that acts in the world for any purpose. It would not be treated by others as if it has rights or responsibilities, or as it anything belongs to it. It would not be a person. 

The analogy here is with nations. Nations are partly composed of pieces of land, and partly by a host of ‘nationalistic’ practices without which no piece of land would be a nation. A nation stage is an aggregate of a land stage and some nationalistic practices. Since the nation might well alter its borders over time and change some of its practises, different nation stages might be composed of somewhat different land stages and practises. But we can think of the practices that partly compose a nation at a time as telling us which other nation stages will be parts of the same nation, by telling us what sorts of relations nation stages need to bear to one another to be parts of the same nation. 

The same is true for persons. Persons are partly composed of physical matter and partly composed of certain practices. The practises that partly compose a person stage at a time involve that person stage structuring its prudential and moral concerns in certain ways which, in turn, determine which other person stages are stages of the same person. If a current person structures its concerns around the relation of psychological continuity in virtue of being partly composed of a certain set of practices, then only those stages psychologically continuous with the current stage are parts of the same person, for only these stages are the ones towards which the current stage has anticipation and self-concern and towards which the current stage reasons ethically and prudentially. They are stages of one and the same person not because the person-directed practices are structured around this rather than that candidate object, and this object has both sets of stages as parts, rather, which stages are stages of the same person depends on how the stages are composed, for the practices themselves partly constitute the identity over time of the persisting person. 

Finally, there is a version of conventionalism I will call eliminative conventionalism. It is a view I have recently defended.
 According to this view, in some good sense there are no persons. Rather, ‘person’ is a phase sortal term.
 Substance sortals provide the individuation and identity conditions for objects, and substance sortal terms pick out those objects. Phase sortals restrict substance sortals. A phase sortal term picks out an object at a time in virtue of the object possessing some accidental or temporary property at that time. The sense in which phase sortals restrict substance sortals then, is that a phase sortal term picks out an object in virtue of it having properties that are additional to the properties required for it to fall under whatever substance sortal it does. Since these properties are accidental or temporary, an object can cease to have those properties while still persisting.

 ‘Dog’ is a paradigm substance sortal term. An object that is a dog ceases to exist once it ceases to be a dog, because being a dog has associated with it identity and persistence conditions. ‘Puppy’ is a phase sortal term that picks out a dog when the dog has certain temporary properties. The dog can cease to be a puppy yet continue to persist, wherein it will no longer be appropriate to pick it out by ‘puppy’. On the view I defend, no phase sortal term also functions as a substance sortal term: there is no entity united by the puppy-relation that exists at all and only the times the dog is puppyform and which is distinct from the dog.

According to eliminative conventionalism ‘person’ is a phase sortal term that picks out, at a time, an object that instantiates personaform properties at that time, namely the properties of being conscious, self-aware, reasoning prudentially, having certain rights and responsibilities and so forth, the sorts of properties we associate with being a person at a time. Where this is the case I will say that an object has a personaform phase, where, remember, this does not involve there existing any entity that is a phase of the object, it just involves the object having certain properties throughout some duration. 

 Since eliminative conventionalism is the view that there are no objects that are persons, it is the view that talk purporting to be about persons is made true by the existence of objects having personaform phases, and those phases being related to one another in certain ways. Talk of the same person relation, then, is not talk of an identity relation that holds between stages of an object that is a person. Since there are no persons, there is no personal-identity. Nevertheless, person talk has truth conditions and is frequently true, just as talk about puppies is frequently true even though, on this view, there are no puppies that exist as distinct entities from any dog. We can say that x and y are the same person just in case ‘x’ picks out O at t in virtue of O’s phase at t having personaform properties, and ‘y’ picks out O* at t* in virtue of O*’s phase at t* having personaform properties, and O’s personaform phase at t is P-related to O*s personaform phase at t*. This leaves it open that O and O* might be distinct, or that they might be identical. The idea is that ‘x is the same person as y’ can be true just in virtue of the fact that ‘x’ picks out some object O during a personaform phase, and ‘y’ picks out an object, O*, during a personaform phase, and these two phases are related in an appropriate way. It does not require that O and O* are the same object, or that there exists an object composed of the personaform phase of O, and the personaform phase of O*.

How are the personaform phases appropriately related? The P-relation will appeal to the very practices that conventionalists think are important. In my view two personaform phases are be P-related only if (a) appropriate person-directed practices hold between those phases and (b) the phases are psychologically continuous  (where (b) might be superfluous if one thinks that the practices themselves entail psychological continuity. I consider this issue further in section 4).

Thus talk that appears to quantify over persons is made true by there existing appropriate relationships between personaform phases of objects. It is not that person-directed practices in part constitute the identity conditions of some object that is a person, rather, claims about x being the same person as y are made true by different personaform phases of an object being such that the relevant person-directed practices hold between those phases. Persons do not come into or pass out of existence, rather, objects such as human animals come to have, and cease to have, the kinds of properties in virtue of which it is correct to pick them out via the term ‘person’. 
3. What’s the Difference?

So what is the real difference between these four views, and does anything of import hang on it? All versions of conventionalism share many features. It is a virtue of each that they can explain how there can be faultless disagreement about personhood. Two communities can know all of the facts about objects, their composition and about a process like teletransportation, yet still disagree about whether that process is personal-identity preserving. Each version of conventionalism can explain how there can be two different communities, such that in one the members of that community rightly contend that they would not survive teletransportation, and in the other the members rightly contend that they would survive teletransportation. Call the former somatophiles, and the latter teletransporters. 


In general conventionalists will hold that somatophiles and teletransporters are right about their own persistence because the entities that are persons in the somatophile community have different individuation and persistence conditions to the entities that are persons in the teletransporter community. Thus each community speaks truly and the disagreement is faultless. Each version of conventionalism, however, will explain the faultless disagreement in a somewhat different manner.

For the multiple candidate semanticist, the communities faultlessly disagree about which entities are the persons in virtue of each employing a somewhat different, but equally good, semantics for ‘person’. The somatophiles use ‘person’ to determinately refer to an eligible candidate for reference, a bodily continuous entity that would not survive teletransportation. The teletransporters use ‘person’ to determinately refer to an eligible candidate for reference, a psychologically continuous entity that would survive teletransportation. Thus each community is right, by their own lights, about which entities are the persons and what sorts of events they can survive. Yet each community can come to see that by the lights of the other community they too are right about which entities are the persons in their community.

For all three other versions of conventionalism, no fault disagreements are essentially the result of different communities faultlessly differing with respect to their person-directed practices. The multiple candidate conventionalist will hold that the person-directed practices in the somatophile community are legitimately structured around a bodily continuous entity, and in the teletransporter community are legitimately structured around a psychologically continuous entity (or some other entity that would survive teletransportation). Thus the persons in the somatophile community are differently individuated than those in the teletransporter community, explaining why each community is right about the persistence conditions of persons within the community. So long as each community recognises that the practices of the other community are legitimate, they will see that the disagreement is a no fault one, since they will see that the other community is right about the persistence conditions of persons within that other community. 

The strong conventionalist will say something similar. The persons in the somatophile community are composed of somewhat different practices than those in the teletransporter community, and this entails that they have different persistence conditions. Thus each community is right about persons within that community. Finally, the eliminative conventionalist will note that in different communities the P-relation that holds between personaform phases is slightly different, since the person-directed practices that partly constitute that relation are different. Thus in the teletransporter community pre-teletransportation personaform phases are P-related to post-teletransportation personaform phases, and in the somatophile community they are not.  Thus somatophiles are right to say that they would not survive teletransportation, and teletransporters are right to say that they would. 

This is not to suggest that the conventionalist should, or must, say that all disputes about personal-identity are faultless. In section 4 we will consider the extent to which conventionalists should think that a community can be mistaken about the persistence conditions of persons in that community. For now I just want to note that it might be, for instance, that some ways of structuring person-directed practices are irrational or psychologically impossible, or that some entities are not eligible candidates to be the referent of ‘person’ or to be an entity around which person-directed practices are structured.

One question that arises at this point is why we should think that the entities in each of these communities really are persons and that the relation that holds between their stages is a personal-identity relation. The answer to this question differs between the semanticist and the other versions of conventionalism. The semanticist needs to tell us why there is anything in common at all between ‘person’ as it is used in the somatophile community and as it is used in the teletransporter community. Otherwise it looks as though communities are simply using the same phonemes to express completely different concepts, and we do not have a case of no fault disagreement, we have a case of no disagreement at all. Semanticists tend to say that there are multiple candidate meanings for  ‘person’, corresponding to the different theories of personal identity in which the term figures. (Then if the semantic indeterminacy thesis is true, then none of the candidate meanings fits use better than any of the others or is more eligible than any other the others, so there is no fact of the matter as to which candidate meaning is the right one.) As I see it then, what the candidate meanings have in common then, is that they correspond to different roles for the concept <person> within the different competitor theories.  So long as the theories really are competitors accounts of personal-identity, that is, so long as there is a meta-theory that tells us that these are all theories of one and the same thing, personal-identity, it will turn out that the multiple candidate meanings are candidate meanings for a term that expresses a single concept, <person>. 

Advocates of other versions of conventionalism have put more flesh on this idea. Braddon-Mitchell and West
 argue that we should distinguish the personal-identity role from the realisers that play that role. The role properties include all of the various person-directed practices. The realiser properties are the properties around which these properties are structured. Realiser properties are properties such as psychological continuity or bodily continuity. To put it another way, ostensibly competitor accounts of the personal-identity relation can each be thought of giving us accounts of different properties or relations. Conventionalists hold that any of these properties can realise the personal-identity role, and that which one does realise the role depends on which one it is that we structure our person-directed practices around. Thus the very same role properties can be realised by different properties in different communities; in some communities by the property of psychological continuity, in others by the property of bodily continuity and so forth. But since it is the very same role, in each case we are still talking about personal identity.

Conventionalism can also explain why a community might be unsure whether or not a process like teletransportation is consistent with survival. If current person-directed practices arose under conditions where the technology did not exist, our practices might fail to determine whether a person who enters the machine will survive or not. The semanticist might say that in these circumstances ‘person’ fails to refer to a unique candidate and that is why our intuitions are unclear. The multiple candidate conventionalist could, in the same vein, say that either the set of person-directed practices fail to be structured around a unique candidate, or that the practices themselves under-determine which of the candidates is the person. Either way, it is indeterminate which candidate is the person and thus indeterminate whether or not the person survives. For the strong conventionalist the analogous claim is that the practices are indeterminate in certain ways, and thus the entity that is in part constituted by those practices will have indeterminate persistence conditions and there will be no fact of the matter, with respect to some events, whether it will survive those events or not. Finally, the eliminative conventionalist can say that in such cases it is indeterminate whether P-relations hold between a pre-teletransportation personaform phase and a post-teletransportation personaform phase and thus indeterminate whether the claim that the person survives is true or not. 


In fact I think there are two related but slightly different issues here. One is what to say under circumstances in which our practices come apart—that is, circumstances in which some of our practices are structured around one entity and some of our practices structured around a different entity (or the relevant analogous claim for the other three versions of conventionalism). The other is what to say if our practices seem to be silent about whether or not we survive some event. The worry about our practices significantly coming apart is a real one.
 The conventionalist will in general want to say that there is a cluster of practices with somewhat different weightings, and our survival is tracked by, or in part constituted by, the weighted most of these practices. If it turns out, however, that our practices radically come apart, so that even the core practices track different properties, then rather than saying that it is indeterminate which entities are the persons and which events they survive, I think it better to say that there are no persons, and furthermore that talk about personal identity is empty talk. If almost all of the different practices track different relations, then we need not say that there are a plethora of entities and it is radically indeterminate which are the persons, and indeterminate what sorts of events we survive. Rather, we should say that there is nothing interesting that corresponds to our concept <person>. There are just many different practises that track many different properties and relations in the world, and all we can really do is say how the various moral and prudential practices are structured and then we have said all there is to say. Whether or not this is the case is an open question I will set aside for this paper, though one that conventionalists ought to say more about. But to my mind this is not a case in which we discover that there are persons, but it is radically indeterminate what sorts of events they survive, it is the discovery that there are no persons and no truth conditions for talk about persons. 


The other possibility is that our practices might be silent and in this sense under-determine our survival. My view is that in general, this is not the right way to understand such cases. We do not need to conclude that it is genuinely indeterminate which entity is the person and thus indeterminate whether or not the person survives. At least, I think this is unattractive for multiple candidate conventionalism and eliminative conventionalism, and even more so for strong conventionalism. On any of these views there are only two ways it can be indeterminate whether a person survives some event. The first is if the practices massively come apart, with each tracking a different relation. As just noted, this is a possibility, but one that I think is best viewed not as massive indeterminacy about persons, but as eliminativism about persons and talk thereof. I have set aside this possibility. The other way it could be indeterminate whether a person survives teletransportation is if it is indeterminate whether or not the practices hold: if there really is no fact of the matter as to whether pre-teletransportation stages anticipate and feel self concern towards post-teletransportation stages, and if subsequent to the process occurring there is no fact of the matter as to whether, say, the post-teletransporter stage feels responsible for the actions of the pre-teletransporter stage; considers that the attitudes of self-concern, or not, were right; considers the property of the earlier stage his own and so forth. And it is not clear that this kind of indeterminacy is psychologically possible, or at least, psychologically likely.  

I am tempted by the idea that the conventions can remain silent in such cases only as long as no one uses the machine. Once someone steps into it, it will become determinate whether or not they survive because the relevant person-directed practices will either hold, or fail to hold. The post-teletransportation person will either regret or feel pride for the actions of the pre-teletransportation person or not. The post-teletransportation person will either be held responsible for the actions of the pre-teletransportation person or not. The post-teletransportation person will, in general, be treated as the same person as the pre-teletransportation person or not. Some social conventions might take some time to catch up with the new technology: laws about property ownership for instance, might need to be redefined. But in general the core practices will either attach to the post-teletransportation person or not, so there will be a fact of the matter as to whether the person survived the process or not. 


Certainly I think strong conventionalists should say that it is never indeterminate whether or not someone survives a process like teletransportation. For that would be no mere semantic indeterminacy. Since persons are partly constituted by the relevant person-directed practices, their individuation conditions and persistence conditions would be indeterminate, and thus, in essence, the very boundaries of persons would be ontologically indeterminate. Proponents of ontological vagueness would be right. Rather, I think the fact that we are unsure about survival given some new technology like teletransportation reflects an epistemic shortcoming not an ontological indeterminacy. Once we activate the machine we see that the relevant person-directed practices either hold, or fail to hold. That is really to say that activating the machine forces what might have been very tacit dispositions to have certain person-directed practices, into being manifest dispositions to enact those practices. So there is a fact of the matter regarding whether a person will survive teletransportation, it is just that it might well be a fact that could not be known prior to the teletransporter being activated, for the community simply might not be capable of coming to know their own tacit dispositions to have certain person-directed practices subsequent to the process occurring.

 Likewise I am tempted to say that the same is true for multiple candidate conventionalism and eliminative conventionalism. There is a fact of the matter as to which of the candidate persons is the one around which the person-directed practices will be structured subsequent to teletransportation, it is just that that information might be epistemically inaccessible to members of the community prior to the machine being activated. There is a fact of the matter as to which personaform phases are P-related and which not. So there is a fact of the matter about whether the same person relation holds subsequent to teletransportation or not 

Notice, however, that unlike in the case of strong conventionalism, even if the practices were genuinely indeterminate we would retain the same determinate ontology. What would be indeterminate would just be which of the determinate candidate entities is the person, or which personaform phases are P-related. Claims about persons would have indeterminate truth-values, but not because there existed an entity with indeterminate boundaries. So while I think the practises are likely determinate in all cases, it is less pressing that this is so for the multiple candidate or eliminative conventionalist. 

Finally, one could even say the same in the case of multiple candidate semanticism, namely that there is a semantic matter of fact prior to the machine being activated, though again, this might be deeply inaccessible. However in this case I am even less wedded to this claim than in the case of multiple candidate and eliminative conventionalism since it seems to me more plausible that there might be cases where there is no semantic matter of fact, than cases where there is no matter of fact about whether or not our practices will hold, or fail to, with respect some future stage. 

 
So, with the possible exception of whether to say there is genuine indeterminacy in cases where our practices seem to be silent about our persistence, these versions of conventionalism largely agree about different cases. But there are some important differences. Most notably there are differences with respect to ontology.

Each of the multiple candidate views requires that there exist a number of candidates to be the potential referents of the term ‘person’ or to be potential candidates around which the person-directed practices can be structured. The more we think that there are various ways our practices could have been different that would have yielded different persons with different persistence conditions, the more candidates we need there to be: for each potential referent of ‘person’ or potential entity around which our practices might have been structured, we need there to exist some person-candidate. On some views about metaphysics it just follows that such candidates exist—for existence the combination of four-dimensionalism and mereological universalism. Though I have no wish to adjudicate these sorts of metaphysical disputes here, it is reasonable to suppose that at least some metaphysical views might not countenance a sufficiently rich ontology to include all of these person-candidates.

Neither strong conventionalism nor eliminative conventionalism requires that there exist multiple candidates. One could, for instance, have an ontology according to which there exist simples, and the only composites are aggregates of simples arranged person-wise. That is, the only composites are persons.  This ontology would be consistent with strong conventionalism but not with either multiple candidate view. The strong conventionalist can say that in that world the only composites that exist are aggregates of simples and person-directed practices, and these are the persons.  There are no other aggregates of simples that could have been persons if the practices had been different, or if our term had referred differently: there are no other entities that are candidate persons. What makes it true that the persons would have been different if our practices had been different is not that there is some other entity that would rightly have been a person, which given our current practices is not a person. Rather, the counterfactual is true because if our practices had been different, then the aggregates of simples and practices that are the persons would have been numerically different aggregates composed of numerically distinct sets of simples and practices.  

In some ways eliminative conventionalism is still more ontologically frugal, since not only does it not require that there are multiple candidate persons, it does not require that there are any persons simpliciter. Talk purporting to be about persons is true if there exist some objects that have personaform phases—the eliminative conventionalist must be committed to the existence of these objects—some of which are P-related. 
Both versions of the multiple candidates view are ontologically similar in that they require that there exist multiple candidates, and plausibly, both will require basically the same set of candidates to make sense of our intuitions, and of disputes about persons. I just suggested, however, that strong conventionalism and eliminative conventionalism are consistent with a more ontologically frugal approach. In fact though, some conventionalists are extremely expansionist with respect to their ontology of persons. To see why, consider the somatophile community, and imagine that somehow a member of that community undergoes teletransportation. It looks as though we should say that the somatophile does not survive the process, given the way somatophiles organise their practices. But what steps out of the machine at the other end is a person. It is tempting, therefore, to say that what steps out of the machine is not a transported person, it is simply a distinct person from the one who entered the machine. Matters appear less straightforward, however, when we consider that the post-teletransportation person might feel, towards the pre-teletransportation stages, the way the pre-teletransportation stages felt towards their own previous stages. From the perspective of the person who exits the machine it might seem that she has survived the process even though in prospect, the pre-teletransportation stage was sure that there would be no survival, and felt no anticipation towards post-transportation stages. It seems as though the conventionalist wants to say both that the person survived and failed to survive. 

Braddon-Mitchell and West consider a related case in which a somatophile comes to change her mind about her persistence conditions, coming to take on teletransporter beliefs. They call the process of reorganising one’s person-directed practices to track different relations among person-stages transfiguration. When transfiguration occurs, different person-stages organise their person-directed practices around different properties. The question then becomes whether the person survives some event or not, given that she survives by the lights of some person-stages and not by the lights of others. Their response to these kinds of cases is to defend a view they call temporal phase pluralism,
 according to which transfiguration brings it about that there exists a plurality of persons. For each different property or relation around which some person-stage organises its practices, there exists a person composed of just the person-stages that are related in that way. Thus for each person-stage, there exists a person composed of just those stages united by the relation around which that stage structures its practices. 

Thus when a somatophile changes her mind and takes on teletransporter practices, this means there exists  a somatophile person, composed of just those person-stages that that are related by bodily continuity, since that is the relation around which the person-stages prior to transfiguration structure their concerns. And there exists a teletransporter person, composed of just those stages that are psychologically continuous, because there is a person-stage, after transfiguration, that structures her concerns around the relation of psychological continuity. The process of transfiguration thus brings it about that many person-stages are parts of more than one person: somatophile stages are parts of both the somatophile and the teletransporter. When a somatophile stage wonders whether she will survive transportation there is in some sense no fact of the matter, because ‘I’ in her mouth is ambiguous between referring to the two persons (the somatophile and the teletransporter) of which her current person-stage is a part, one of whom survives and one of whom does not. 

 
The case I described earlier, in which the person who steps from the teletransporter has the relevant sorts of attitudes towards the pre-transportation stages, is similar to a case of transfiguration. It differs only insofar as the change of mind does not occur in a stage that, by the lights of the somatophile, is part of her. Strictly speaking, the somatophile does not transfigure. Nevertheless, by the lights of the post-teletransportation stage, the past stages of the somatophile are parts of one and the same person who survives transportation. If we take seriously the possibility of such post-transportation stages, then it looks like we should say that metaphysically such a case is just like transfiguration: there exist two persons that share person-stages prior to transportation. One of those persons does not survive the process, the somatophile, and one does survive, the teletransporter. It is less clear that we should say that prior to transportation ‘I’ is indeterminate between referring to these two persons.  After all, it is not just the somatophile stages that fail to anticipate post-teletransportation experiences, it is all of the pre-transportation stages. For transfiguration, if that is the right term here, occurs subsequent to tele-transportation. From the perspective of the pre-transported stages, then, there is just a future stage that, from their perspective, mistakenly comes to believe that it is a future stage of the current person. In this case it seems that the reference of ‘I’ when uttered by the pre-transportation stages is determinately to the somatophile and not to the teletransporter. 


We can, I think, accommodate this intuition if we say that ‘I’, uttered by some person-stage S, refers uniquely to the person P united by the relation R around which S organises its practices and of which S is a part, iff every stage of P organises its practices around R. If some stage of P organises its practices differently, around relation R*, then ‘I’ uttered by S is indeterminate between referring to P and to the person P* united by R* if S is a part of P*. 

 The idea, then, is that ‘I’ refers determinately to the person united by whatever relation my current stage cares about, so long as all of the other stages united by that relation share the same practices and thus care about all and only the same stages as my current stage. If some future stage of mine, by my own current lights, changes its views about which stages are parts of the same person, then ‘I’ no longer refers determinately. Given this construal of the semantics of  ‘I’ it will turn out that Braddon-Mitchell and West are right about the usual kinds of cases of transfiguration where I change my mind about my persistence: here ‘I’ will refer indeterminately to distinct persons But in the case in question, when ‘I’ is uttered by a pre-transportation stage it determinately refers to the somatophile, since there is no stage of the somatophile that transfigures. Thus the somatophile is right to claim that she will not survive the process. Likewise, ‘I’ when uttered by the post-transportation stage determinately picks out the teletransporter, since that stage is not a part of the somatophile. So the post-transportation stage is straightforwardly right when she claims that she survived transportation. Thus we preserve each of our intuitions.

Temporal phase pluralism is an additional thesis that the conventionalist might endorse as a way of making sense of cases of transfiguration. It is not entailed by any version of conventionalism, since one could resolve issues arising from transfiguration in other ways—for instance one could say that survival is determined by the practices of the stage just prior to the relevant event. However, temporal phase pluralism is consistent with at least three of the different versions of conventionalism described. It is not clear, however, that those who defend multiple candidate semanticism ought accept temporal phase pluralism, since the pluralist will often think that there exists a plethora of overlapping persons of varying length. Since it is part of the semanticist view that all the person candidates are equally eligible, where eligibility in part tracks naturalness or some-such, it is plausible that not all of the persons countenanced by the pluralist will count as equally eligible. The semanticist might think that there exist human animals, and maximally related psychologically united stages, and perhaps maximally related bodily continuous stages. But it is a stretch to suppose that they will think that various proper temporal parts of these maximally related entities will be equally eligible candidates to be the referent of ‘person’. For instance, a person-stage might structure its concern only around thin person-stages, considering only those stages to be part of the person. According to temporal phase pluralism, there is, then, a person corresponding to just those stages around which that person-stage structures its concern. But it is hard to believe that the multiple candidate semanticist will concede that there is an entity composed of just those thin stages which is an equally eligible candidate to be the person. 


On the other hand, temporal phase pluralism is consistent with a sufficiently ontologically expansionist version of multiple candidate conventionalism and strong conventionalism. So long as each of these views countenances a sufficient number of objects in their ontology, there will exist the various aggregates of person-stages that the pluralist requires. The multiple candidate conventionalist can then note that each of these aggregates is a person, because each is such that they are united by a relation that is the one around which some set of person-directed practices is structured. Likewise, the strong conventionalist who admits a sufficiently expansionist ontology can hold that the plurality of persons exist because for every different relation around which some stage structures its practices, there is an aggregate of simples and practices that composes a person. Since different stages structure their practices around different relations, there will be distinct entities composed of each of these different set of relations and simples. Finally, appropriately reconstrued we can make sense of temporal phase pluralism in terms of eliminative conventionalism. Understood in that way, pluralism is not the view that there exists a plethora of overlapping entities each of which is a person united by a somewhat different relation between its person-stages. Rather, it is the view that the P-relation that holds between various personaform phases will be somewhat different depending on around which relation the particular person-directed practices of a personaform phase are structured. Thus different P-relations will hold between personaform phases. Depending on which relation we are tracking, claims about the survival of some person will be true or false. That is, different personaform phases will be related by different P-relations, and those facts will make true a range of different claims purporting to be about persons. 
4. An Objection to Conventionalism

One objection to conventionalism centres around the idea that it cannot simply be a matter of convention whether or not I survive some event. I can choose to anticipate, or not anticipate, the experiences of some future entity, but that is irrelevant to whether or not that person will be me, and if it will be me then I would be wrong not to anticipate its experiences, and if it will not be me that I would be wrong to anticipate its experiences, and that is that. There are really two related worries here. One is that conventionalism trivialises personal identity. I can, as it were, by fiat decide that I will survive some event, and that seems wrong. As I noted previously, however, conventionalists agree I cannot decide by fiat whether I will survive some event, since many of the relevant person-directed practices cannot be changed on a whim or by fiat. The conventions in question are central to our psychology, and many might be in large part hardwired into our brains, so that, for instance, it is a matter of psychological or nomological necessity that my prudential and moral concerns are structured in certain ways.

Nevertheless, there is a related worry. Suppose, through the wonders of science fiction, I am transported to a world in which there are humanoid entities that seem much like myself. At a certain age each humanoid is beheaded, and thus killed, but each expects to survive this process by becoming, at that time, an entity that is very much like what we would call an eagle. The community has a range of person-directed practices such that they each anticipate the experiences of some particular eaglish entity, and where the society recognises that eaglish entity as being the same person as the humanoid that was killed. After the sacrifice, for instance, the eaglish entity attains rights and responsibilities it did not previously have. When I arrive in this community, I am unsure what to make of this procedure. I find it intuitively implausible that these persons survive, after the beheading, as eaglish entities. What I am sure of, however, is that were my head to be removed, I would not survive the procedure, and this worries me since I am approaching the age of beheading. Soon after, I come to discover that there is a herb I can ingest that will modify my psychology so that I will come to anticipate the experiences of some future eaglish entity, have self-concern towards that entity, and so forth. If I am fairly certain that I will shortly be beheaded, ought I to take the herb, on the understanding that if I do I will survive having my body killed? 

Conventionalists should think it would be rational for me to ingest the herb if the herb makes relatively small changes to my psychology such that I will anticipate the experiences of the post-herb person. If so, I should take the herb and bring it about that I survive as an eaglish entity. But that, the objection proceeds, is absurd: I cannot bring it about that I survive as a bird whatever kind of herb I take, and that is why conventionalism is false.

In essence, this objection is the flipside to the fact that conventionalists can accommodate faultless disagreement about personal-identity. The worry is that conventionalism will render all disagreements faultless, and that that is absurd: we can be wrong about our own and other’s persistence. But at least three versions of conventional only require that the relevant person-directed practises hold between stages, for those stages to count as being stages of the same person. The scenario just set out appears to show that those practices can hold between stags that we do not think are stages of the same person, and thus suggests that the practise alone are not sufficient for personal-identity.  

There are four possible responses the conventionalist might offer. One is simply to bite the bullet and acknowledge that if I take the herb, I survive the process. This seems counterintuitive to us because we do not share the particular set of person-directed practices. But perhaps if we describe the situation in sufficient detail, attuning ourselves to all the many practices, then we will find it less counterintuitive that there is genuinely survival here. While I think there is something right about pointing out that the story is under-described, and that our intuitions might be less clear given a proper description of the intricacies of the practise, what is worrying about bullet biting here is not so much that we are forced to say that persons could survive as eaglish entities in this community. More worrying is that this seems to entail that so long as the relevant practises hold, one can never be wrong about one’s own survival: delusions and mistakes are impossible. That seems wrong, so this is not an option I endorse. 

An alternative is to point out that conventionalists have always thought that it might be psychologically or nomologically impossible for beings like us to have certain sorts of attitudes towards certain kinds of entities. Plausibly, then, eaglish entities are precisely the kind of entity towards which you or I could not direct our person-directed practices. Then the community described must be radically psychologically different to you or I. Given this, I should conclude that the persons in this community survive having their humanoid heads removed because they do have the relevant attitudes and conventions. But having found myself in that community it is not rational for me to eat the herb. For although the person who had eaten the herb would then go on to survive having his/her head removed, I should not expect to survive eating the herb. For the herb must radically change my psychology to bring it about that the post-herb person has the relevant person-directed practices towards the eaglish entity. But then I have no reason to anticipate the experiences of the person who exists after having ingested the herb, and thus no reason to suppose I survive the process of eating the herb. This response might tempt the conventionalist. We vindicate the intuition that I cannot bring it about, by eating a herb, that I will survive decapitation by persisting as an eaglish entity, whilst allowing that the other members of the community do survive. But in a way we still retain the unfortunate infallibilist element of conventionalism. I would be wrong to take the herb, but only because I would not in fact have the relevant person-directed practise towards the post-herb person. Survival still ineluctably accompanies the person-directed practices, and if those practices hold then I cannot be wrong about whether or not I survive. It is just that I cannot change the practices at will and bring it about that I survive. 

A third option is to argue that the community I have described is conceptually impossible.
 The thought is that it might be a conceptual truth that to anticipate the experiences of some future entity involves having an expectation that that entity will have some memories of one’s current or past experiences. If anticipating the experiences of x requires an expectation that x will share some of one’s current memories, then two options present themselves. Perhaps the members of the community described have false beliefs about the future mental states of the eaglish entities, in which case by the conventionalist’s own lights they falsely believe they will survive the process. For they think they anticipate the future experiences of the eaglish entities, when really they do not. Alternatively, the community might have true beliefs about the future mental states of eaglish entities. But then they do not anticipate having those mental states since it is a conceptual truth that I can anticipate only those future states of some entity that will in turn have memories of my current and past states. They might have some other related attitudes towards those states—they expect to have the future experiences of the eaglish entities, so perhaps they anticipate* the experiences, but conventionalism never suggested that anticipation* was sufficient for survival. In either case, the members of the community do not survive being beheaded because the relevant person-directed practices do not hold: they do not anticipate the experiences of the future stages. Moreover, I would also be right to think that I would not survive the procedure since I too would fail anticipate the future eaglish stages. 

The final option is to constrain the entities to which any person can rationally direct their moral and prudential concerns, regardless of to which entities they find it psychologically possible to direct those concerns. Since conventionalists share many intuitions with psychological continuity theorists, it seems plausible that they might think that psychological continuity is necessary, though not sufficient, for personal identity. Then x is the same person as y only if x and y are psychologically continuous, and the appropriate person-directed practices hold between x and y. This yields the same result as the third option: not only would I fail to survive having my head removed, but all of the members of the community in question likewise fail to survive the analogous procedure on their bodies, since none of us is psychologically continuous with any eaglish entity.

The difference between the last two suggestions is minor. The third option requires no amendment to strong conventionalism, while the fourth option is a hybrid view that combines conventionalism with a psychological continuity account. But if one builds into the conceptual analysis of concepts like <anticipation> requirements such as that the states of some future entity can be anticipated only if one expects that those future states will include memories of one’s current and past states, then in effect one builds many of the features of the psychological continuity account into the conventionalist account. It is just that features of psychological continuity end up being conceptually tied to genuine attitudes of anticipation and perhaps self-concern rather than being additional features as the hybrid view would have it. In the end, not much hangs on this distinction. In either case we can be wrong about whether or not we will survive some process even when we know all the facts about the person-directed practices. For I might have false views about whether some future entity is relevantly psychologically continuous with me. Thus according to the hybrid view I am wrong to think that I will persist as that entity. Likewise, according to the alternative view I falsely believe that I anticipate the experiences of that future entity, since genuine anticipation requires the relevant continuity. Either of these two responses, it seems to me, are adequate to the task of showing that conventionalism is consistent with there being disagreements that are not faultless, and that we can be wrong about our own survival. 

5. Conclusion

The hope is that by untangling these different versions of conventionalism we will see that what holds them together as conventionalist is that they take seriously the idea that which entities are the persons depends crucially on facts about how we interact in the world. The weakest version of conventionalism, semanticism, tells us that which of the entities are the persons depends on our linguistic practices, and that as our linguistic practices stand, our term refers indeterminately to a number of different candidate entities. The three stronger versions of conventionalism tell us that which of the entities are the persons, or which claims purporting to be about persons are true, depends on our attitudes to future stages, and on the social practices of our community. The remaining differences between these stronger versions largely comes down to differences in ontology, and these are differences that must be adjudicated separately to the personal-identity debate. But whichever ontology we end up with, some version of conventionalism will be consistent with that ontology however expansionist or sparse it might be. Ultimately, conventionalists are wedded to the idea that I am what I care about, rather than that I care about what I am, and that is compelling just as long as conventionalists can, as I have suggested, make good sense of there being disagreements that are not no fault ones.
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� Throughout I will talk of person stages. This talk is more frequently associated with a four-dimensionalist metaphysics according to which persons are four-dimensional mereological fusions of temporal parts, where maximal temporal parts of persons are person-stages. I use the term more neutrally to mean any stage or phase of a person through some duration. 


� Olson (1997) and Sider (2001). Olson does not endorse the view, he merely considers it. See also Eklund (2004) for discussion of these issues. 
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� Miller (forthcoming).


� The distinction between phase sortals and substance sortals was originally introduced by Wiggins (1980).


� For some four-dimensionalists there does exist such an object that is a proper temporal part of the dog. The view in question supposes that there are no such objects, though if there would it could be reconfigured in an appropriate way.


� Braddon-Mitchell and West (2001). 


� This issue is raised by Braddon-Mitchell and West (2001), and more recently by Shoemaker (2007).
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� I owe this suggestion to David Braddon-Mitchell. 
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