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Among contemporary thought experiments, several stand out for being particularly damaging. In the case of personal identity, the thought experiment that seems to have caused the most trouble since its invention is the fission/fusion problem. The experiment has been cause for serious revisions to contemporary personal identity theories, especially for psychological continuity theories. It has even prompted rather outlandish responses from philosophers like Lewis and Parfit. 
 John Wright proposes a solution that is supposed to fall closer to our intuitions than Lewis and Parfit's do: the two resulting persons are actually numerically identical.
 The problem gives rise to even more serious practical concerns: What should we say about moral agency in such cases? It would be difficult to preserve agency in Lewis' case and may be impossible if Parfit is correct. Wright's theory indeed seems to capture our intuitions in this respect; we would imagine that the resultant persons in the fission case are equally qualified to take responsibility for the actions of the person prior to the fission. I will examine Wright's claim that the resultant persons are numerically identical and propose a theory that captures Wright's desire but without making the strong and, to me, counter-intuitive claim that the resultants are numerically identical.


Let me first frame the debate with an explanation of the experiment. I will consider a formulation of the thought experiment dealing with tele-transporters. These transporters essentially scan person A's body and can, using a 'pile' of atoms and molecules, recreate the exact positions of A's body's atoms. I will grant the assumption that this sort of scanning and recreation would reproduce A's psychology exactly (preserving memories, intentional states, desires, etc). Other formulations of this experiment can be made without granting this assumption, if the reader so desires. Furthermore, let us assume that this tele-transporter does not just make a single copy, but makes two (or three, or four...) and, as an unfortunate side-effect, destroys A's original body. So, in our picture, A steps into the tele-transporter, has his body destroyed, and two distinct bodies come to have consciousness identical to A's. We shall call them, for now, B and C.


In this initial formulation, there seem to be three people altogether; A, who stepped into the tele-transporter, B who is on a plane to the Caribbean, and C who is on a separate plane to Tokyo. What has given rise to so many problems is how our criteria of Personal Identity handle this case. Did A die and B and C come into existence, being but doppelganger of A? Is B identical with A, or is C identical with A? Both B and C seem to have equal claim to being identical to A, but B and C appear, at least, to be separate persons so to say that A is identical with B and is also identical to C would contradict the transitivity of identity; if B  C, then saying A=B and A=C implies the contradictory statement B=C. Psychological continuity appears to require this conclusion in some sense; both B and C are psychologically continuous with A and should thusly be considered the same person. 


This seems to be the solution proposed by Wright; although Wright does not explicate exactly what his criteria of Personal Identity are, Wright proposes a 'personal world line' where “[it] is the set of all points of space-time occupied by a person.”
 Under Wright's view, a person persists through time just in case the person at t1 is in the same personal world line as the person at t2. In our case of fission, Wright's solution is to claim that B and C are parts of the original personal world line begun by A. Wright finishes by reconciling the apparent contradiction created by the lack of transitivity: by appeal to time travel, Wright expresses a theory that allows for, allegedly, the same person to exist in two places at once.
 Wright must now grapple with explaining why our much more intuitive view on identity is incorrect and attempts to do so by again imagining a variety of time-travel examples. Several of his replies seem suspect, however. Wright considers several objections to his view, beginning with the indiscernability of identicals and finishing with Parfit’s Physics Exam
. The second objection Wright considers is that his view is very counter-intuitive
, and for good reason. The objection is that, after the fission, B and C could lead very different lives. B may live thousands of miles away from C, could have a different kind of job, and so on. Yet, on Wright’s view, B and C are still the same person. Wright's reply to his second objection seems to be off the mark. In his reply, Wright considers a young boy who was born in Peru, but ends up being raised in Canada. Wright claims that if the adult, who does not remember being born in Peru, meets the very young boy in Peru via time travel (the man goes back in time to when ‘he’ was a little boy), that this explains how two apparently different persons could be identical at the same time, but spatially separate. Wright, here, appears to misunderstand psychological continuity. I am not sure how many theories of psychological continuity would accept Wright’s answer; B and C are not related in the same way as the Peruvian boy and the Canadian adult because they have distinct memories that each other will never have. We may accept that the Peruvian boy and the Canadian adult are the same person, but surely only because we are certain that the Peruvian boy will, eventually, come to have the same memories that the Canadian adult will have (the case of time travel appears to require this necessarily). Psychological continuity theories would consider the Canadian adult the psychological descendent of the Peruvian boy, but B and C are not in the same ancestor-descendent relation. It seems, then, that Wright’s theory is still open to an objection to its counter-intuitive result. 

Wright’s objection 3, that B will never become C (or vice-versa), addresses my criticism of objection 2. Wright claims that in order for my objection to hold that we need to add an extra condition: that B is identical to C (or vice-versa) if and only if C (or B, in the opposite case) lays ‘down-wind’ of B in the same personal world-line. Wright replies that there is no good reason to suppose that the extra condition is necessary, and as such his theory is not damaged by the objection. Most psychological continuity theories, however, make exactly this claim. The Canadian adult is same person as the Peruvian boy because the Canadian adult is at the end of the chain of memories stretching back to the Peruvian boy. The only way to identify the Canadian adult with the Peruvian boy, on psychological continuity’s grounds, is that the Canadian adult is ‘down-wind’ of the Peruvian boy. Even if Wright denies all memory-based theories, it is still obvious that there are some good reasons to suppose the extra condition.

Wright gives little account to criteria for moral agency but does seem to think that identity preserves moral responsibility.
 The peculiar result of Wright's theory is to appeal not to psychological criteria at all, but rather to check the personal world line again; so long as a person is 'downwind' of the person deserving responsibility, then the later person preserves moral agency. Wright again turns to time travel to explain: 

Suppose a scientist with a time machine travels back in time and commits a crime. At the same time that the scientist commits the crime he is also a 10 year old boy. It would plainly be absurd, one year later, to hold the 11 year old boy that is the same person as the scientist responsible for the crime.
This is certainly intuitive, as Wright states. However, it is not clear under what criteria we should judge Wright’s claim. Wright has already denied memory-based theories, or at the very least has not said that his view aligns with any psychologically minded version. The rationale underlying Wright’s intuition seems to come from psychological continuity: We would not hold the 11 year old boy responsible for what the scientist did, but largely because the boy did not commit the act (at least not causally), has no memory of committing any crime (why would he?), and has no intention for committing the crime (at least we could suppose). These reasons certainly follow through with Wright’s theory; the boy has no memory of committing the crime because he is ‘upwind’ of the scientist, he hasn’t the intention because whatever caused the scientist to commit the crime hasn’t occurred for the boy, and the boy did not physically do anything. But these reasons come from psychology and the result is due to how a person’s psychology evolves. I am not sure that Wright’s personal world line can account for this, particularly because there have been no criteria set out for personal world lines. Should Wright agree that there is a relation along the personal world line similar to psychology or memory, then this would align with our rationale for believing the boy to be innocent. However, so far as can be gleaned, Wright’s justification seems to stem from something like:

The boy ‘existed’ on the world-line prior to the scientist. Having ‘existed’ prior to the scientist who committed the crime, the boy is removed from the consequences of the crime.

But we still have some troubles. Since the world line is a-temporal in cases of time travel, we cannot appeal to the boy living before the crime, as Wright points out
. Wright’s exact proposal is as follows:

A person at point p1 on their personal world line can only be held responsible for an action committed by them at point p2 on their personal world line if p1 is downwind of p2.

This is an empty theory if what a personal world line is is not explained. Wright leaves us with no reason for why being downwind is a necessary condition for moral responsibility, especially if we must ignore memories, the apparent identical relation between the boy and the scientist, and even how causation is generally understood.

The bulk of Wright's proposed replies are subject to similar criticisms because Wright does not explicate what criterion he uses for personal identity. In his fourth objection considered, Wright appears to deny any memory based account of personal identity, but fails to give us anything in its place.
 Without giving criteria for personal identity, Wright appears to fall into several problems with what it would take for a person to be on a personal world line and risks being circular right out of the gate; the very same objection he levels at memory-based theories. Even worse, despite Wright’s denial of memory-based theories, Wright still speaks as if his theory is a special brand of psychological continuity, particularly in his replies to objections 2, 3, and 4. Whenever Wright considers his personal world line, he seems to give criteria that are similar to psychological continuity; he only denies that his view is psychological continuity when its effects are adverse to his theory. Unless Wright can give a more obvious criteria for personal identity, I am not sure how different his theory is from psychological continuity, aside from apparently side-stepping a few problems encountered by psychological continuity. Wright's general idea, however, may yet be salvageable. I take Wright to be fashioning a theory that allows for branching identity and that avoids the deadly transitivity objection. Although Wright denies the use of memory-based theories, I believe that a version of psychological continuity may yet save his project.


Psychological continuity as a general theory holds that a person persists over time just in case there is either some chain of memories linking the present person with the past person, or that the present person is psychologically similar enough with the past person. It is this paper's aim to appeal to a similarly minded approach to deal with the issue of fission. First, I will consider a sort of constitution oriented view of the classic 'chain of memories' theory. Rather than persistence being owed to an overlapping chain of memories, it seems much more natural to consider the chains of memories as constitutive parts of the person proper; only when the memories are taken together do we see the full breadth of the person. 


Consider the famous clay statue, where the constitutive properties make up the statue (properties such as being made of clay, having a nose shaped in such and such a way, etc). On this view, memories are akin to constitutive properties. A further effect of this is a building up of a person like the formation of the statue from clay. When we view A at t1 and A at t2 (say, just before the fission), it appears at first glance that we would have two distinct persons; certainly A at t2 would have more memories than A at t1 and would thusly have a different set of constitutive properties than A at t1. This is, again, akin to the clay statue example. As the statue is formed it takes on more and more constitutive properties, such as a nose, some arms, hair, etc. The finished statue holds the constitutive properties as proper parts of it, despite their obtaining over a period of time. Memories obtain in a similar fashion such that A at t2 would hold all of A at t1's memories as constitutive properties. I would like to point out that this theory supposes a 'thin' person; memories are the basic unit rather than desires, dispositions, etc.


How does this theory fair against the fission problem? The end result is something similar to Wright's; B and C hold a serious relation to A, though not numerically as Wright would hope. It may be apparent that, as the experiment is set up, both B and C hold A as their common constitutive property. I will call this relation sharing a psychological past. The effect is, essentially, that A's identity is preserved in B and C equally but, importantly, B and C are not identical. This is similar to what would happen if we split a piece of clay in two and molded both into different statues; the statues hold the same original piece of clay as a common constitutive ancestor. 

I have given a brief critique of Wright's novel solution to the fission problem. Wright's theory falls into several troublesome objections, namely that he does not make explicit what his criteria are for a personal world line and that Wright may be equivocating in several of his replies.
 By proposing a separate theory for personal identity I have kept the spirit of Wright's solution but have evaded the trouble of transitivity and the issue with having numerically identical, yet physically distinct, persons.
 Wright’s theory may be salvageable, but not without first giving a serious explication for what kind of relation occurs along a personal world line.
�	Parfit in Reasons and Persons (1984, Oxford: Claredon Press) proposes that identity is not what matters. After considering cases like fission and fusion, along with the responses provided by contemporary theories of personal identity, Parfit concludes that none of the theories answer the challenge properly. Parfit then claims that what is important in the cases (namely things like personality) is not identity at all and that it is wrong to think that identity holds any sway over our practical concerns. I am not entirely convinced that Parfit is correct; at worst Parfit’s observations seem to lead us to believe that no contemporary theory handles the fission/fusion case properly. Lewis in Philosophical Papers, Vol. 1. (1983, Oxford: Oxford university Press) sticks to psychological continuity and attempts to circumvent the problem by claiming that the resultant persons from the fission existed all along, just in the same body. Lewis’ view has drawn many criticisms, particularly from the seemingly strange theory that the number of persons that would ever be ‘created’ through fission are contained in the same body until the appropriate fissions occur. This would mean that if one body were to undergo fission 100 times throughout its life, then 101 persons were sharing the same body prior to the first fission, yet only one person (it seems) is in control of the body prior to any fission.


�	Wright (2006, “Personal Identity, Fission and Time Travel” Philosophia vol. 34 p129-142) develops his theory in light of the possibility of time travel.


�	Wright (2006) p 134.


�	Wright (2006) p 134-135. Wright imagines Dr. Who traveling back in time to visit his younger self. Wright supposes that the old Dr. Who is identical to the young Dr. Who.


�  Parfit’s Physics Exam is a thought experiment considered in Reasons and Persons where a physics student can split his brain into two hemispheres at will (and subsequently unify them). During the test the student splits his brain in order to solve a problem two different ways because he doesn’t have enough time to check both solutions the ‘normal’ way. Essentially, this is a case of fission followed by a fusion of the persons resulting from the fission.


�   Wright (2006) p 137.


�	Wright (2006) p 141.


� Wright (2006) p 140


� Wright’s theory ignores any memories, so the lack of memory that the boy has cannot be appealed to. Wright admits that time travel would ignore the necessity of a cause occurring prior to an effect, so Wright could not use a (traditional) causal interpretation to explain why the scientist is responsible and the boy is not (and Wright intends not to). If Wright is claiming that the boy in some sense existed before the scientist (on the world line), as a psychological continuity theorist might, then we may have room for explanation. However, Wright’s claim that the boy and the scientist are numerically identical (that there would be only one person in a room if the boy and the scientist were together) does not seem to allow for this (especially since the world line is a-temporal in time travel cases).


�	Wright (2006) p 138-139.


�	See his reply to objection 2 (p 137-138). The relation between B and C does not seem to duplicate the relation between the young boy and the old man. Without duplicating the relation, I am not sure Wright adequately solves his objection.


�	Wright's motivation, I take it, is to make a criterion for personal identity that allows for branching in the fission case.





