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ABSTRACT:   Philosophers have long suggested that our attitude of special concern for the future is 

problematic for a reductionist view of personal identity, such as the one developed by Derek Parfit in 

Reasons and Persons.  Specifically, it is often claimed that reductionism cannot provide justification 

for this attitude.  In this paper, I argue that much of the debate in this arena involves a misconception 

of the connection between metaphysical theories of personal identity and our special concern.  A 

proper understanding of this connection reveals that the above-mentioned objection to reductionism 

cannot get off the ground.  Though the connection I propose is weaker than the connection typically 

presupposed, I nonetheless run up against a conclusion reached by Susan Wolf in “Self-Interest and 

Interest in Selves.”  According to Wolf, metaphysical theses about the nature of personal identity 

have no significance for our attitude of special concern.  By arguing against Wolf’s treatment of self-

interest, I suggest that her arguments for this conclusion are misguided.  This discussion leads to 

further clarification of the nature of the link between theories of personal identity and our special 

concern and, ultimately, to a better understanding of the rationality of this attitude. 
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To some degree, we all look to the future as we live our lives.  We enter into agreements, 

such as contracts and mortgages, which extend far into the future.  We take jobs involving ongoing 

responsibilities.  We schedule appointments and make promises to do things.  But it is not only social 

practices like these that exemplify our forward-looking tendency.  A more fundamental indication of 



such projection can be found in something much more personal, namely, the concern every one of us 

feels for his or her own future.  This personal concern is special in that it typically differs from the 

concern we have for others, not only in degree, but also in kind.  Moreover, such concern is so deeply 

ingrained that most of us fail to even notice it. 

 Philosophers have long suggested that this attitude of special concern is problematic for a 

reductionist view of personal identity, such as the one developed by Derek Parfit in Reasons and 

Persons.  This criticism dates back at least to Bishop Joseph Butler, who claimed that Locke’s version 

of reductionism rendered “the inquiry concerning a future life of no consequence at all to us, the 

persons who are making it” (Butler 1736/1975, 99).  Confronted with this criticism, reductionists 

have typically split into two camps:  those who reject the criticism by attempting to show that 

reductionism does give a person reason to care specially about her future, and those who accept the 

criticism, biting the bullet and claiming that such special concern is not justified. 

 Though these strategies for dealing with Butler’s criticism may appear quite divergent, they 

share the common assumption that there is some sort of close connection between theories of personal 

identity and our special concern.2  In what follows, however, I argue that much of the current debate 

involves a misconception of this connection.  I begin by discussing why reductionism is thought to 

have the consequences for the rationality of our special concern that Butler and others have attributed 

to it and, further, why these consequences have been thought to provide an objection to reductionism.  

As I argue in Section 2, a proper understanding of the way in which metaphysical theories of personal 

identity are connected with our special concern reveals that this objection to reductionism cannot get 

off the ground.  Thus, though I argue that we are right to link our special concern with the 

metaphysics of personal identity, I also argue that we are not entitled to use the link between our 

special concern and personal identity as evidence against reductionism and for non-reductionism.   

 Though the connection I propose between the metaphysics of personal identity and our 



attitude of special concern is weaker than the connection that is ordinarily assumed, my defense of the 

existence of some such connection nonetheless puts me in opposition to a conclusion reached by 

Susan Wolf in her influential article “Self-Interest and Interest in Selves” (Wolf 1986).  According to 

Wolf, metaphysical theses about the nature of personal identity have essentially no significance for 

our attitude of special concern, that is, she concludes that there is no connection between theories of 

personal identity and our special concern.  In Section 3, I attempt to show that Wolf’s arguments for 

this conclusion are misguided.  This discussion leads to further clarification of the nature of the link 

between theories of personal identity and our special concern and, ultimately, to a better 

understanding of the rationality of this attitude. 

 

1.  Non-reductionism, Reductionism, and Our Special Concern 

 To start, it is useful to consider briefly the two reigning theories of personal identity and the 

consequences they have been thought to have for the rational justification of our special concern.  

Non-reductionism, which dates back to Butler and Thomas Reid, has had a long history of 

philosophical followers including, more recently, Roderick Chisholm and Peter Geach.  On the non-

reductionist view, persons are thought to have a special nature, irreducible to any specific facts about 

physical and mental events.  Personal identity is in this way said to involve a further fact.  The usual 

way to interpret this fact is to consider a person to be an entity distinct from both brain and body; this 

separately existing entity might be understood in terms of a Cartesian ego, an immaterial soul, or a 

shared consciousness.  Non-reductionists typically believe that this entity’s existence is all-or-nothing; 

correspondingly, they believe that the further fact must either hold or completely fail to hold.  Thus, 

for the non-reductionist personal identity is not a matter of degree. 

 According to Parfit, in our thinking about the nature of personal identity, we are naturally and 

strongly inclined to the non-reductionist view.  Parfit claims, however, that the truth about the nature 



of personal identity is very different from what we are inclined to believe.  A major part of his project 

in Reasons and Persons is to criticize our ordinary conception of personal identity and, further, to 

establish reductionism in its place. 

 On the reductionist view, facts about persons consist entirely in facts about certain interrelated 

physical and/or mental events.  Broadly speaking, reductionists split into two camps:  those who 

claim that the survival of a person through time consists in bodily continuity, and those who claim 

that survival consists in psychological continuity.  Parfit’s reductionism is of the latter kind.  In his 

view, what matters for a person’s survival through time is not identity but rather psychological 

continuity and connectedness, jointly referred to as relation R.  Psychological connectedness consists 

in the holding of particular direct psychological connections—for example, when I now remember a 

previous experience or act on a previously formed intention—and psychological continuity consists in 

the existence of overlapping chains of strong connectedness.  In contrast to identity, relation R 

typically holds to varying degrees.  Thus, Parfit views the survival of a person as a matter of degree 

(and, further, he claims that questions about future existence need not have determinate, yes-no 

answers).3 

 We can thus see how reductionism overturns the intuitive way of thinking about the nature of 

persons and personal identity.  But this is not the only way in which reductionism is thought to 

overturn our intuitions.  Consider our strongly held attitude of special concern for our futures.  Parfit 

reports that, as a result of coming to believe the reductionist view, he has become less concerned 

about the rest of his own life.  He also cares less about his death: 

 Though there will later be many experiences, none of these experiences will be 

connected to my present experiences by chains of such direct connections as those 

involved in experience-memory, or in the carrying out of an earlier intention. … That 

is all there is to the fact that there will be no one living who will be me.  Now that I 



have seen this, my death seems to me less bad.  (Parfit 1984, 281)   

Moreover, he urges that upon adopting reductionism we ought to make this kind of adjustment to our 

attitude of special concern.  His thought seems to be that this attitude in some way derives from, or 

rests upon, our belief in non-reductionism.  When we adopt the reductionist view, if we re-evaluate 

the justification for our special concern, Parfit thinks that we will come to see that such concern is not 

supported by reductionism, though it might have been by non-reductionism. 

 The question of whether there is reason for our special concern is, for Parfit, closely related to 

(or perhaps even equivalent to) the question of whether personal identity is what matters for survival.  

He is not alone in his association of these two questions.  John Perry, when discussing our special 

concern, often talks of the importance of identity; in fact, his paper on the subject is entitled “The 

Importance of Being Identical.”  And Sydney Shoemaker writes that 

 Our concern for personal identity, the kind of importance it has for us, seems totally 

different in kind from the concern we have for the identity of other sorts of things.  

And this is linked to the special concern each person has for his or her own future 

welfare.  (Shoemaker 1984, 70-1) 

As non-reductionists, we are naturally inclined to think that identity is what fundamentally matters.  

This belief is supposed to give one reason for concern for a particular self in the future; such concern 

is thought to be justified by the judgment that the self is me.  Reductionism, in contrast, takes a 

different stance on the importance of identity.  Suppose, for example, that you have to undergo a 

complicated neurological procedure that will sever a large number of your psychological connections.  

The surgeon tells you that the person who wakes up after the procedure will be psychologically 

continuous with you, but only to a very limited degree.  In imagining such a case, one might naturally 

consider questions like, “Am I about to die?” or “Will the resulting person be me?”  But however 

natural these questions, Parfit claims that on the reductionist view, they would have no answer: “My 



question would be empty.  The claim that I was about to die would be neither true nor false” (Parfit 

1984, 214).  According to Parfit, all there is to know in such cases is facts about psychological 

continuity and connectedness.  You could know everything there was to know without knowing 

whether the person who wakes up is you.  On Parfit’s reductionist view, identity is not what matters 

in survival, and it is thought to be irrational to care about personal identity.  

 Given the claim that personal identity is not what matters, the judgment that a future self is 

me does not have the same force for the reductionist as it does for the non-reductionist, i.e., it does not 

have the same effectiveness in rationally justifying our special concern.  In fact, it might seem that on 

the reductionist view, this judgment fails to have any force whatsoever.  Parfit has called this alleged 

consequence of reductionism the extreme claim:  The reductionist view gives us no reason to be 

specially concerned about our own futures (Parfit 1984, 307).4  The extreme claim is widely accepted 

by non-reductionists and reductionists alike.  (Prominent reductionists who accept the extreme claim 

include Perry and Milton Wachsberg.) 

 Though Parfit concedes that the extreme claim may be defensible, he inclines toward what he 

calls the moderate claim:  In the absence of the further fact, relation R (i.e., psychological continuity 

and connectedness) provides us with reason to be specially concerned for our own futures.  The non-

reductionist, having judged personal identity to be what matters for survival, takes identity to justify 

our special concern.  Thus, because on Parfit’s reductionist view relation R matters in the way in 

which the non-reductionist supposes identity to matter, it seems plausible that the reductionist should 

take this relation to justify our special concern.5 

 However, despite the prima facie plausibility of the moderate claim, Parfit admits to being 

unable to provide it with any real support.  At one point prior to Reasons and Persons, Parfit 

attempted to defend it with the suggestion that the psychological continuities of relation R have 

rational significance for our special concern even on the non-reductionist view.  In response to the 



criticism that the significance of these continuities pales in comparison with the significance of the 

further fact, Parfit argued that: 

 The continuities may seem trivial when compared with the “further fact,” yet be 

immensely important when compared with every other fact.  So if there is no further 

fact—if it is an illusion—the continuities may have supreme importance.  While we 

accept [the non-reductionist view], the further fact seems like the sun, blazing in our 

mental sky.  The continuities are, in comparison, merely a day-time moon.  But when 

we change to [the reductionist view], the sun sets.  The moon may now be brighter 

than everything else.  It may dominate the sky.  (Parfit 1982, 230) 

Subsequently, in Reasons and Persons, Parfit rejects this earlier argument, aptly commenting that 

“Night is not day” (Parfit 1984, 309).  As he notes, although the psychological continuities may have 

great significance in conjunction with the further fact of personal identity, this does not entail that the 

continuities suffice to justify our special concern in the absence of the further fact.  Parfit’s inability to 

provide a satisfactory argument for the moderate claim leads him to concede that the extreme claim is 

defensible. 

 Though some reductionists have rejected the extreme claim, offering arguments designed to 

show that reductionist theories give us reasons to care specially for our futures, the far-reaching 

consensus among both non-reductionists and reductionists alike is that reductionist theories fail to 

provide a rational justification of our special concern.6  But at this point, an important question arises.  

What is the significance of this failure?  In particular, what significance should this have for the 

debate about personal identity?  Despite widespread agreement about the truth of the extreme claim, 

there is considerable disagreement about its consequences.  The reductionists typically take the 

extreme claim to show that our special concern is not justified.  The non-reductionists, in contrast, 

typically take the extreme claim to show that reductionism cannot be true.  In the remainder of this 



paper, I argue that both of these conclusions are wrong.  Through a careful examination of the link 

between theories of personal identity and our special concern, we will see that the truth of the extreme 

claim should not force us to reject reductionism.  However, such an examination also reveals that we 

should not be forced to conclude that this special concern is unjustified if reductionism is true. 

 

2.  The Significance of the Extreme Claim 

 As an example of the non-reductionist attack on reductionism, consider Geoffrey Madell’s 

claim in The Identity of the Self that the failure of reductionist theories to provide us with a rational 

justification for our special concern constitutes an “absolutely central objection” to such theories—

such failure, according to Madell, shows that the psychological continuity theories of reductionism 

like Parfit’s “cannot purport to offer an analysis of personal identity through time” (Madell 1981, 

109, 117).  The first question before us, then, is whether the non-reductionist is entitled to this claim.  

Why should we not conclude instead that our special concern is unjustified, as the reductionists who 

accept the extreme claim suggest?  The non-reductionist has surprisingly little to say on this issue.  

Madell at one point admits that “we cannot just take our attitudes at face value,” but then fails to 

pursue the matter further (Madell 1981, 115).  Instead, he devotes his attention to arguing that 

attitudes such as our special concern demand a non-reductionist conception of personal identity.  

Other non-reductionists take the sane approach as Madell, virtually without exception.  That is, in 

mounting this sort of criticism of reductionism, the non-reductionist typically concerns himself 

primarily with the defense of the extreme claim itself and says little or nothing about why the extreme 

claim necessitates the rejection of reductionism. 

 But what can be said in this regard?  For the extreme claim to count against the reductionist 

view, there must be some link between the justification of our special concern and theories of 

personal identity.  The existence of some such link is not implausible, and the non-reductionist might 



try to flesh it out with something like the following claim: 

(A)  An adequate theory of personal identity can reasonably be expected to provide 

justification for our special concern for our futures. 

Unfortunately for the non-reductionist, however, though this principle has at least initial plausibility, 

it does not quite suffice for his purposes.  In conjunction with (A), the extreme claim does not 

overturn reductionism but rather imposes a burden of proof on the proponents of this theory.  In 

general, expectations—even strong expectations—can be overridden.  It thus seems clear that the 

reductionist who accepts the extreme claim could defend himself against the non-reductionist attack 

with an explanation or argument as to why we should override the expectation that (A) describes.  For 

example, Perry believes that his reductionist theory can offer an empirical explanation of why we 

have such special concern (Perry 1976).  His remarks in this context might be useful in an attempt to 

meet the burden of proof that arises from the conjunction of (A) and the extreme claim. 

 Thus, for the non-reductionist to support his charge that the extreme claim constitutes a 

decisive objection to reductionism, he needs a bridge principle stronger than (A).  The non-

reductionist must be claiming that the link between theories of personal identity and the justification 

of our special concern is stronger than that of reasonable expectation.  Most likely, he needs a 

principle like the following: 

(B)  For a theory of personal identity to be adequate, it is necessary that it provide 

justification for our special concern for our futures. 

This principle goes farther than (A) by laying down a necessary condition that any adequate theory of 

personal identity must meet.  As such, the principle leaves the reductionist who accepts the extreme 

claim with no room to maneuver.  Given his acceptance of the extreme claim, he must find some way 

to reject (B). 

 One interesting strategy available to a reductionist faced with this task would be to argue that 



non-reductionism itself cannot meet this adequacy condition.  Notice that while we have seen 

arguments that our special concern fails to be justified by the reductionist view, we have seen almost 

no argument that non-reductionism justifies our special concern.  Suppose it could be shown that non-

reductionism, like reductionism, is unable to justify our special concern.  This conclusion would 

surely recommend that we reassess (B).  Reductionism and non-reductionism seem, prima facie, to 

exhaust the logical possibilities for a theory of personal identity, so if neither of these theories were 

able to provide our special concern with justification, then (B) would look like too stringent a 

demand, i.e., it would seem unreasonable to expect an adequate theory of personal identity to provide 

such a justification. 

 There is certainly something to be said for this strategy.  As several writers have recently 

noted, it is not immediately clear how non-reductionism could justify our special concern.  On the 

non-reductionist view, what it is for a future self to be identical to me is for there to be a shared 

subject between us.  This shared subject, however, is understood to be independent of character, 

memories, and even physical or psychological continuity.  Thus, on the non-reductionist view, my 

special concern for a future self has nothing to do with the character or memories of that future self, 

nor with the physical or psychological continuity between that self and me, but is based solely on the 

sameness of subject between that self and me.  And we might well worry that numerical sameness of 

subject alone is not a very reasonable basis for concern.7 

 What is important to notice about this strategy, however, is that it does not make any claims 

about the intrinsic acceptability of (B).  The constraint laid down by (B) is deemed unacceptable 

simply because it is too difficult to satisfy.  As I would like now to suggest, this strategy concedes too 

much to the non-reductionist.  Regardless of whether the constraint laid down by (B) can be satisfied, 

the principle should be rejected on the ground that it misconceives the link between theories of 

personal identity and our special concern. 



 To see this, let us consider what could be said in defense of (B).  Presumably, the support for 

(B)—and likewise, the support for (A)—is supposed to derive from an intuition that I suspect is 

widely shared.  If I am asked, “Why care about what will happen to your future self?”, the natural 

answer is simply, “Because she’s me.”  Given that theories of personal identity propose to explain 

how and/or why that future self is me, such theories are thought to be inextricably intertwined with 

the justification of our special concern.  Surely we ought to take these intuitions very seriously.  Any 

strategy for defending reductionism that fails to accept them as basic data will be fundamentally 

unsatisfactory.  Importantly, however, we can respect these intuitions without endorsing (B).  In fact, 

we can even respect them without endorsing (A). 

 In contrast to both (A) and (B), I would suggest that the correct understanding of our 

intuitions is simply that the way we understand or analyze personal identity has relevance for the 

justification of our special concern.  Our intuitions suggest that a theory of personal identity will be 

able to give us some insight into our special concern but, importantly, such intuitions do not lay down 

a constraint on the content of that insight.  In particular, the insight that the theory gives us may well 

be that the concern is not justified.  Theories of personal identity, in virtue of explaining how and/or 

why a future self is identical to me—that is, simply in virtue of offering an analysis of personal 

identity through time—help us to understand the intuitive answer to the question “Why care about my 

future self?”, and thus help us to understand how much weight we should give to this intuitive 

answer.  In other words, theories of personal identity help us to make sense of, and interpret, our 

attitudes about the future; as such, they are relevant to the rationality of such attitudes.  

 Once we understand the nature of the connection between personal identity and our special 

concern, it should not be at all surprising that different theories of personal identity have importantly 

different consequences for the justification of our special concern.  The fact that the story that 

reductionism tells us about the justification of our special concern is different from the one we get 



from non-reductionism is exactly what we should expect.  It is a mistake to suppose, in keeping with 

(A) and (B), that the connection to our special concern allows us a way to decide among competing 

theories of personal identity.  There is a connection between the notion of personal identity and the 

rationality of our special concern, but this is a connection that cuts across different theories of 

personal identity.  Thus, as suggested by this discussion, it seems to me that a more accurate 

conception of the link between theories of personal identity and our special concern would be a 

principle like the following: 

(C)  Theories of personal identity are relevant to the rational justification of our special 

concern. 

 

3. Wolf’s Challenge 

 The upshot of the discussion of the previous section is that, contrary to the claims of non-

reductionists, the extreme claim does not entitle us to reject reductionism.  I have argued that the non-

reductionists’ attempt to use the extreme claim against reductionism relies on a misconception of the 

link between theories of personal identity and our special concern.  In doing so, however, I have 

defended the existence of some such link, concluding that theories of personal identity do have 

rational significance for our special concern.  This conclusion runs counter to one defended by Susan 

Wolf.  In an influential discussion of Parfit’s work, Wolf has challenged the project of linking 

theories of personal identity with the rationality of our special concern, questioning the existence of 

any such link.  In this section, I want to examine her case for this challenge and attempt to show 

where it goes wrong.  In doing so, I try to develop a clearer conception of the link in question. 

 Our special concern for our future is a component of the more general notion of self-interest, 

which according to Wolf “is an interest in the well-being of the particular person that is oneself.  It is 

at once an interest in the particular person that is oneself and an interest in the particular person that is 



oneself” (Wolf 1986, 706).  Following the approach suggested by this remark, Wolf breaks down the 

question of why we should have self-interest into two distinct sub-questions: 

 Q1: Why should I care specially for the person that is myself? 

 Q2: Why should I care specially for the person that is myself?8 

According to Wolf, theories of personal identity are powerless to answer Q1.  If such theories were to 

contribute to the rational justification of our special concern, it would have to be by way of an answer 

to Q2.  Because Wolf believes that theories of personal identity are equally impotent with regard to 

Q2, she rejects the link between theories of personal identity and the rational justification of our 

special concern. 

 Wolf is undoubtedly right to deny that theories of personal identity bear at all on her first 

question; these theories themselves do not give a person any reason to treat herself differently from 

others.9  Moreover, she is also right to deny that theories of personal identity can answer her second 

question, i.e., they cannot tell us why we should value persons over other psychophysical entities, 

such as (merely) R-related beings.10  Although theories of personal identity fill in the details of our 

ontological commitment to persons, they do not rationally justify the value we place on this 

commitment.  Justification of this value judgment, as Wolf notes, “invites contemplation of a variety 

of issues with respect to which the metaphysics of personal identity plays no obvious role” (Wolf 

1986, 708). 

 We should thus agree with Wolf that theories of personal identity lack the justificatory power 

to answer either Q1 or Q2.  But, this being said, I do not think Wolf is right to reject the link between 

theories of personal identity and the rational justification of our special concern.  Rather than accept 

her conclusion, we would do better to reject her division of the question of the rational justification of 

self-interest into Q1 and Q2.  It is clear that Wolf’s first question—why care specially about oneself 

over others?—would need in some way to be answered by an adequate justification of self-interest.  



And, to some extent, I agree that her second question comes into play as well.  However, it seems to 

me that undue emphasis on Q2 actually leads us astray in our inquiry into the rational justification of 

self-interest, and thus in our inquiry into the rational justification of our special concern for the future. 

 To see this, consider the following alternative to Wolf’s analysis of the justification of our 

self-interest: 

 Q1*: why should I care specially for myself now (i.e., my present self)? 

 Q2*: why should I care specially for myself in the future (i.e., my future self)? 

The point of this analysis is that self-interest is a present interest directed both at the self of the present 

and at the self of the future.  Thus, a defense of the rationality of self-interest would have to defend 

both of these interests. 

 Though the difference between Q1* and Q1 is not insignificant, I would like for a moment to 

set it aside and focus on what is common to these two questions, namely, that they ask for a 

justification for my special concern for myself as compared to others.  Most of what Wolf has to say 

about Q1 applies equally to Q1*.  First, this kind of question is immensely difficult to answer.  

Second, as we have seen, theories of personal identity are irrelevant to the issues raised by this type of 

question.  Thus, both my analysis and Wolf’s suggest that, regardless of how we break down the 

question of the rational justification of self-interest, a theory of personal identity will need some 

outside help in order to provide such a justification.  (I return to this last point in Section 4, below.) 

 As regards the first part of Wolf’s analysis, then, I am largely in agreement with her.  With 

Q2*, however, my account diverges significantly from hers, and it is because of Q2* that my 

analysis, unlike Wolf’s, assigns a role to the metaphysical facts of personal identity in the rational 

justification of our special concern.  To see this, suppose that we somehow are able to answer Q1*.  

Perhaps we can do this by rationally justifying our special concern for our present selves or, 

alternatively, perhaps we should treat our special concern for our present selves as basic and not 



needing independent justification.  Claiming that our present-self special concern is basic in this 

sense has at least some plausibility.  We might think, for example, that it is conceptually 

impossible for us to lack such concern.  Shoemaker makes a suggestion along these lines: 

“Special circumstances aside, it is inconceivable that a creature should be indifferent to its 

present pleasures and pains” (Shoemaker 1969, 121).  It is an implicit part of knowing what pain 

and pleasure are that, other things being equal, a person wants her present experiences to lack the 

former and to contain the latter.  To this extent, then, our special concern for our present selves 

is built into the nature of human mental states and thus needs no explanation. 

 Once we have an answer to Q1* (whether our present-self special concern is basic and in 

need of no independent justification, or whether it can be justified some other way), reflection 

on how we would go about answering Q2* makes it clear that theories of personal identity are 

relevant.  As I move through time, I am going to carry my present-self special concern with me.  

Knowing that, I want now to direct my concern to the future and, in doing so, I want to apply it to the 

future self that is me.  To answer the question “Which self is me?”, I rightly look to a theory of 

personal identity. 

 Thus, if I have accurately analyzed the question at issue, theories of personal identity do have 

something to say about the rational justification of my special concern for my future self:  They 

address the question of what I rationally ought to do with regard to directing my self-concern to the 

future.  As a result, my analysis in terms of Q1* and Q2* maintains a link between theories of 

personal identity and our special concern.  (Furthermore, because non-reductionism and reductionism 

are likely, in some cases, to give different answers to the question “Which self is me?”, my analysis 

easily accommodates the fact that these theories differ with respect to the rational significance they 

have for our special concern.)  As has been my contention throughout this paper, there is strong 

intuitive appeal to the idea that there is a justificatory link between theories of personal identity and 



our special concern.  While Wolf’s analysis commits her to the rejection of these intuitions, my 

analysis helps to make sense of them. 

 In doing so, however, my analysis relies on a presupposition I have yet to discuss, namely, 

that a person’s concern for her present self is what grounds her self-concern in general.  Here the 

difference between Q1* and Q1 becomes relevant.  On my account, our special concern for our 

present selves is viewed as the foundation upon which our special concern for our futures is built.  In 

order for someone’s concern for her present self to be fundamental in this way, we must be able to 

understand her concern for her present self as independent of her concern for her future.  But this 

requirement is open to a powerful objection, namely, that someone’s self-concern at any given 

moment is so permeated by her concern for herself as an enduring entity that there is no way to make 

sense of her concern for her present self in isolation from it.11 

 To answer this objection, it is useful to note that its plausibility hinges on what is meant by 

“enduring entity.”  Insofar as the objection claims that someone’s concern for her present self cannot 

be understood in isolation from her concern for her life as a whole, the objection can easily be shown 

to be false.  Take the quite natural case of my concern about present pain.  Clearly in the usual 

circumstances this cannot be construed as concern about the effects that enduring this pain will have 

on my life as a whole.  Rather, when I am in pain, I have concern for my present self that the pain 

stop.  A similar case can be made with regard to present pleasures.  Suppose I choose to go to a 

concert tonight because I want to experience the pleasure of hearing the music.  Although this might 

be motivated by a concern that my life, on the whole, will be better for having heard the concert, it 

certainly need not be.  Rather, it might be motivated simply by the desire that I now enjoy myself. 

 The more plausible interpretation of the objection, however, concerns a much smaller period 

of endurance.  Concern about present pain need not be concern about the effects of such pain on my 

life as a whole, but it is nonetheless concern that extends beyond the present moment.  When I have 



concern about a present pain, that is, when I wish that a present pain would stop, this can only be 

understood as a concern that I will not continue to endure the pain.  But it seems that this “I” takes us 

beyond my present self. 

 To be plausible, then, the objection must suppose that Q1* employs an extremely thin sense 

of “present self,” one that takes the present to be instantaneous.12  Clearly it is not unusual in 

philosophical discussion to conceive the present as thinly as required by the above objection, but it is 

also clear that we need not interpret “my present self” in such a technical, and narrow, fashion.  Pre-

theoretically, we operate with many senses of “present” that are far from instantaneous.  In one sense, 

we think of our present in terms of what we might call “life-stages”:  the child-me, the teenage-me, 

the young-adult me, and so on.  In another sense, a present self survives a much shorter period of 

time, coming into and going out of existence perhaps with changes in one’s mood.  Along these lines, 

the present self invoked by Q1* is not meant to be something that lasts only an instant.  Of course, a 

question still remains about the temporal extension of one’s present self, namely, how long does it 

last?  A precise answer need not be given to defend my analysis from the above objection, but it is 

interesting to notice that the burden of the rational justification of our special concern will shift 

between Q1* and Q2* depending on the answer that we give.  At one end of the spectrum, we can 

interpret the notion of present self very narrowly (although never so narrowly as to be instantaneous) 

and let our answer to Q2* do most of the work.  At the other end of the spectrum, we can broaden the 

notion of present self so that our answer to Q1* will do most of the work.  The broader the notion of 

present self, the less plausible it becomes to object that we cannot understand concern for this self in 

isolation from our concern for ourselves as enduring individuals.  Accordingly, the above objection is 

defused. 

 At this point, I should note that nothing I have said in defense of my analysis directly 

addresses the issue of whether my analysis faithfully captures the notion of self-interest.  Nonetheless, 



my discussion in this section addresses this issue indirectly, by highlighting considerations relevant to 

the justification of self-interest that my analysis captures and yet that Wolf’s analysis clearly ignores.  

Are there other considerations relevant to the justification of self-interest that Wolf’s analysis captures 

but mine does not?  One possibility is the value of persons as compared to other psychophysical 

entities; an account of that special value would be central to any adequate answer to Wolf’s Q2.  I 

have earlier conceded that such an account is relevant to the justification of self-interest.  Importantly, 

however, we can reasonably expect that reflection about the value of persons will be relevant to 

why we are justified in directing concern toward the future.  As a result, the issues covered by 

Wolf’s Q2 can be seen as subsumed by my Q2*. 

 Finally, though my discussion has not provided a complete defense of my analysis, at the very 

least it has become clear that we should reject Wolf’s analysis.  There is more to the question of the 

rational justification of our self-interest than Wolf would have us believe.  Perhaps there is also more 

to this question than my analysis allows; that is, perhaps to give a full justification of our self-interest 

we would have to answer not only my Q1* and Q2*, but also some additional questions as well.  

However, for our purposes what is important is that Wolf’s analysis cannot be the whole story when it 

comes to the justification of our self-interest.  Once this analysis is rejected, there is no longer any 

reason to accept Wolf’s conclusion that theories of personal identity have no bearing on the rational 

justification of our special concern. 

 

4.  The Rationality of Our Special Concern 

 With the acceptance of my alternative analysis, we can reject Wolf’s thesis that theories of 

personal identity have no bearing on the issue of the rational justification of our special concern.  This 

being said, I nonetheless think that her discussion of this issue raises an important point.  Her attempt 

to show that the metaphysical facts are not at all relevant to the rational justification of our special 



concern reminds us that considerations other than those provided by theories of personal identity will 

surely come into play here.  This important insight is surprisingly overlooked.  Almost all of the non-

reductionists and reductionists discussed earlier seem to be agreeing on at least one point: 

(D)  If our special concern for our futures is rationally justified, then the justification will 

derive solely from the true theory of personal identity.  Otherwise, we must be 

mistaken in thinking the concern justified. 

Notice the relationship between this principle and (C), the principle I proposed in Section 2 

above.  Whereas (C) states that a theory of personal identity has rational significance for the 

justification for our special concern, (D) goes one step further and states that such a theory has 

exclusive rational significance in this regard. 

 Acceptance of this principle is closely related to acceptance of either the extreme or the 

moderate claim.  Arguments for the extreme claim aim to establish that the reductionist picture 

provides us with no reason for our special concern, but this conclusion is typically extended to the 

claim that there is no reason for our special concern if reductionism is true.  In this way, proponents 

of the extreme claim implicitly presuppose that a theory of personal identity is the only source that 

can provide rational justification for our special concern.  Such a presupposition also underlies the 

moderate claim; in defending this claim, Parfit has claimed that the rationality of our special concern 

depends exclusively on the nature of personal identity (Parfit 1986, 333). 

 Despite the widespread acceptance of (D) in discussions of our special concern, such 

discussions offer it very little support.  Even if the extreme claim were true, and reductionism 

provided us with no reason for our special concern, we would need further argument to establish (D).  

From the claim that a theory of personal identity does not provide support for a given attitude it is 

quite a leap to the claim that the attitude is unjustified.  Wolf’s discussion reminds us how 

unwarranted this leap really is.  The motivation behind the extreme claim is the thesis that, on a 



reductionist view, the metaphysical facts cannot justify our concern for ourselves as enduring persons.  

Acceptance of this thesis, however, need not commit one to (D).  Neither the reductionists nor the 

non-reductionists have provided any support for the assumption that the metaphysical facts have 

exclusive rational significance for our special concern.  And, without evidence to the contrary, it 

seems reasonable to suppose that other facts might bear on the rational justification of our special 

concern. 

 In her discussion of our special concern, Wolf attempts to show that one is rational in having 

concern for persons (and thus for the person that is oneself) by showing that such concern has good 

effects; caring about persons, she argues, is better for us than caring about R-related beings.13  She 

thus denies (D) by claiming that considerations about the value of persons are relevant to the rational 

justification of our special concern.  Unfortunately, her support for this claim is tied up with her 

contention that the metaphysical facts have no bearing on the rationality of our special concern, a 

contention that I have argued is mistaken.14  But (D) may be denied without commitment to a stance 

as strong as Wolf’s.  One might remain neutral on the question of whether there is an explanatory link 

between theories of personal identity and our special concern—or even accept that there is such a 

link—and still deny that theories of personal identity are the only source for such justification.   

 Robert Adams, whose discussion is influenced by Wolf’s, denies (D) from this more 

moderate stance, claiming that “the way we care about persons is and should be affected by the deep 

embeddings of the concept of personal identity in a complex web of social practices.” (Adams 1989, 

456).  Among these practices are friendship, marriage, child rearing, and the undertaking of various 

other long-term projects.  We typically begin such projects with some hope of success, but these 

endeavors would make little sense if we did not have concern for our lives as wholes, as we normally 

do.  Such practices are “inextricably intertwined” with our conception of, and our concern for, 

personal identity (Adams 1989, 458). 



 Considerations such as these certainly do not prove that we would be irrational to adopt a 

conception of personal identity, such as reductionism, in which we would not think of our lives in this 

way.  Nonetheless, they do establish a strong presumption that, even if reductionism is true, it would 

not be irrational to continue to treat as important one’s life as a whole, and to have concern for 

ourselves as persons enduring through time.  In other words, even if both reductionism and the 

extreme claim are true, there can be reasons to have special concern for our futures—reasons deriving 

from considerations external to theories of personal identity. 
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Notes 

 
1 I am grateful to Robert Adams, Torin Alter, Stephen Davis, Frank Menetrez, Michael Otsuka, Seana 

Shiffrin, and Charles Young for helpful discussion of the issues raised in this paper. 

2 The plural pronoun in the phrase “our special concern” should not be taken to imply shared concern.  

Though each of us has such concern, the object of such concern is always (and only) oneself.  The 

phrase “our special concern” should be understood merely as shorthand for the more cumbersome 

“the special concern each person feels for his or her own future.” 

3 The fact that relation R is a matter of degree leads to an apparent tension when combined with 

Parfit’s claim that “the fact of personal identity just consists in the holding of relation R, when it takes 

a non-branching form” (Parfit 1984, 263; my emphasis).  Given that identity is an all-or-nothing 

relation, it seems that relation R cannot constitute personal identity—at least not in the strict 

(philosophical) sense of identity.  To resolve the tension, Parfit should be interpreted as invoking a 

“loose” sense of identity.  The fact that reductionist views typically rely on this loose sense of 

sameness has been counted against them (see Butler, 103).  For discussion of the strict vs. loose 

senses of identity, see Chisholm 1969. 

4 Strictly speaking, the extreme claim says that we have no reason for special concern if 

reductionism is true.  This might be taken to mean that not only does reductionism (a) give us no 

reason for such concern, but also that it (b) leaves us no reason for such concern.  However, 

since the usual arguments given for the extreme claim support only (a) and not (b), I will use the 

statement of the extreme claim given in the text above.  See Whiting 1986 for further discussion 

of ambiguities in the statement of the extreme claim. 

5 For Parfit’s arguments that relation R is what matters for survival, see Parfit 1984, 282-97. 

6 See Whiting 1986 for a compelling argument urging the rejection of the Extreme Claim. 



 
7 Historically, the question of whether numerical identity of substance could justify our special 

concern was raised by Locke (1694/1975, 43) and also by Leibniz, who imagined the following 

case: “Suppose that some individual could suddenly become King of China on condition, 

however, of forgetting what he had been, as though being born again, would it not amount to the 

same practically, or as far as the effects could be perceived, as if the individual were annihilated, 

and a king of China were the same instant created in his place?  The individual would have no 

reason to desire this” (Leibniz 1686/1990, 58).  For contemporary expressions of such worries, 

see Whiting 1986, 547; Wolf 1986, 707; Shoemaker 1969, 126-27.  In contrast, Wachsberg has 

argued persuasively that our special concern is justified on a non-reductionist view (Wachsberg 

1983, 90-91). 

8 The “should” in both Q1 and Q2 is intended as the “should” of rationality.  For reasons that will 

become clearer later, I have switched the order of presentation of these two questions.  I believe that 

listing them this way more naturally reflects the order in which we would need to address the 

questions if we were to succeed in providing a rational justification of our special concern. 

9 Though I agree with Wolf’s conclusion that theories of personal identity are irrelevant to 

answering Q1 (for the reason I state in the text), her explanation of this irrelevance seems 

mistaken.  Wolf claims that “the issue on which notions of personal identity might have direct 

bearing does not involve the distinction between oneself and others.  Indeed, it does not involve 

the distinction between one person and another at all.” (Wolf 1986, 708)  But why shouldn’t 

theories of personal identity be directly relevant to these issues? A theory of personal identity 

aims to tell us when a person is identical to me, and thereby tells us when a person is distinct 

from me.  Thus, a theory of personal identity does have direct bearing on the distinction between 

oneself and others. 



 
10 For description of other sorts of psychophysical entities like series-persons and day-persons, 

see Parfit 1984, 289-93. 

11 This objection was suggested to me by Robert Adams. 

12 This interpretation of the objection might be read into some remarks made by Perry.  Perry takes 

“my present self” to be “the currently existing person-stage belonging to me,” and then says that an 

instantaneously existing person-stage “is an object that may answer only to a rather abstract 

conception we have when doing philosophy,” i.e., it is not something that can be a proper object of 

concern (Perry 1976, 89). 

13 Consider her claim that we have reason to care about persons because “life, or if one prefers, the 

world, is better that way” (Wolf 1986, 713). 

14 That the two issues are, for Wolf, interconnected is made clear by the following quotation: 

“Parfit argued that reductionism implies that personal identity is not what matters.  His mistake 

lay in thinking that whether personal identity matters necessarily depends on what personal 

identity metaphysically is.  In fact, whether personal identity matters depends on how it connects 

up with other things that matter” (Wolf 1986, 713). 


