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About the book

In "Reasons and Persons," Derek Parfit delves into profound philosophical

questions that challenge conventional notions of rationality, morality, and

personal identity. He begins by asserting that our self-understanding is

riddled with misconceptions. One of Parfit’s central contentions is that it

can, paradoxically, be rational to make decisions that go against our

immediate best interests; this insight invites readers to reconsider the nature

of rational decision-making.

Parfit then tackles the complexities of moral philosophy, suggesting many of

our ethical beliefs can lead to self-defeating outcomes. He explores the idea

that despite our awareness of moral imperatives, we often engage in actions

that contradict those principles, raising the question of accountability. This

insightful examination of human behavior reveals a troubling reality:

individuals may act immorally without facing the consequences or

acknowledging their responsibilities.

Furthermore, Parfit emphasizes the ethical implications of our decisions on

future generations, prompting a deeper reflection on the responsibilities we

hold towards those who will come after us. He challenges readers to

confront unsettling truths about the impact of their choices, not only on their

current lives but also on the long-term future of humanity. Through these

interconnected themes, Parfit invites a re-evaluation of the foundations of
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morality, encouraging a more nuanced understanding of human nature and

our place within the moral landscape. This thoughtful inquiry compels

readers to reflect critically on their own values and the implications of their

actions, both now and in the future.
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About the author

Derek Parfit, a pivotal figure in modern moral philosophy, made profound

contributions to our understanding of personal identity, ethics, and

utilitarianism. Born in 1942 and educated at Oxford University, Parfit's work

is characterized by rigorous analysis and clear, incisive arguments that

challenge traditional perspectives. His seminal book, "Reasons and Persons,"

published in 1984, fundamentally reexamines notions of selfhood and

identity, positing that these concepts are more fluid than previously thought.

Parfit argues that our understanding of personal identity directly impacts

moral reasoning and ethical choices, suggesting that the self is not as stable

or singular as commonly assumed.

Throughout his career, Parfit engaged with complex philosophical questions,

emphasizing the importance of considering the consequences of our actions

on others. His discussions often revolve around utilitarian ideas, advocating

for moral frameworks that prioritize overall well-being rather than individual

interests.

Parfit's legacy is marked by his ability to provoke critical thought and

challenge readers to reconsider their own ethical intuitions. His influence

extends beyond traditional philosophy into areas such as psychology and

cognitive science, where his insights about identity and morality continue to

resonate. Through his work, Parfit established himself as one of the most
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significant moral philosophers of the 20th century, inspiring ongoing

dialogues about the intricacies of human existence and ethical behavior.
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Chapter 1 Summary: • THEORIES THAT ARE
INDIRECTLY SELF-DEFEATING

### Chapter 1 - Theories That Are Indirectly Self-Defeating

Introduction to Theories and Self-Defeat  

This chapter explores various moral and rational theories that aim to answer

the essential question of what individuals should strive for. A central focus

is on theories that are intrinsically self-defeating, highlighting how even

well-regarded theories can fail when put into practice.

1. Self-Interest Theory  

Self-Interest Theory posits that individuals should pursue the best outcomes

for themselves. Within this framework, three notable variations emerge:

- Hedonistic Theory advocates for the maximization of happiness as the

 ultimate goal.

- Desire-Fulfilment Theory emphasizes fulfilling personal desires

 throughout one's life.

- Objective List Theory suggests that certain goods are valuable

 irrespective of individual desires.
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These theories converge on key ideas regarding happiness and the

importance of considering long-term consequences in decision-making.

2. Indirect Self-Defeat in Self-Interest Theory  

A theory is classified as indirectly self-defeating when the pursuit of its

objectives leads to poorer outcomes. This can manifest in two primary

situations:

- Failed Attempts: When actions against one’s self-interest result in

 negative repercussions.

- Pure Self-Interest: Even when self-interest appears successful, the

 overall outcomes can be detrimental.

3. The Misconception of Self-Denial  

While it may seem that Self-Interest Theory (often denoted as S) advocates

against any form of self-denial, the focus is actually on enhancing one’s life

quality. The theory encourages rational desires that favor self-advancement

without outright forbidding self-denial.

4. Theory’s Resilience Against Self-Defeat  

S acknowledges that remaining entirely self-interested might lead to worse

outcomes but asserts that individuals should aspire to rise above this state.
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Adverse effects of strict adherence to S are not considered failures of the

theory; rather, they stem from its fundamental avoidance of promoting

harmful dispositions.

5. The Intersection of Rationality and Irrationality  

There are instances where people may rationally engage in seemingly

irrational actions, particularly in life-threatening contexts. These situations

reveal conceptual dilemmas where rational decisions may defer to a

perceived greater good.

6. S’s Implications for Rational Behavior  

S emphasizes that rationality is a cornerstone of effective action. However, it

also recognizes that scenarios may arise where seemingly irrational behavior

is either unavoidable or justified. The interplay of multiple individuals

prioritizing rational behavior can sometimes produce conflicting outcomes.

7. Critiques of Self-Interest Theory  

Challenges arise when moral obligations clash with self-interest—prompting

some to argue for the rejection of S in favor of broader moral considerations

that transcend mere self-interest.
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8. Overview of Consequentialism  

This section offers insight into Consequentialism, a related moral theory

where ethical evaluations hinge on outcomes. Similar to S,

Consequentialism can also be indirectly self-defeating, particularly when

purely altruistic actions lead to negative effects.

9. Defenses of Consequentialism Against Self-Defeat  

In addressing its potential shortcomings, Consequentialism advocates for

avoiding certain motivations that could result in adverse group effects. This

theory emphasizes that moral frameworks should not lead individuals to

adopt detrimental dispositions that undermine their foundational aims.

10-20. Concluding Thoughts  

Both Self-Interest Theory and Consequentialism illustrate the complexities

inherent in moral theories and their tendency to foster contradictions when

applied in reality. The chapter concludes with a call to reexamine the

normative implications of morality and rationality, advocating for a

reevaluation of ethical theories to ensure they align with practical human

behavior and well-being.

As the chapter unfolds, it delves into the intricate dynamics of self-interest
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and consequentialist theories, ultimately revealing how these frameworks

can paradoxically yield negative outcomes, underscoring the need for a

thoughtful engagement with the tenets of ethics and rational behavior.
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Chapter 2 Summary: • PRACTICAL DILEMMAS

Chapter 2: Practical Dilemmas

In this chapter, Derek Parfit explores the intricacies of ethical theories

related to self-defeat and collective outcomes. The examination begins with

the idea that Theory C cannot be deemed directly self-defeating. Parfit

introduces the concept of "directly collectively self-defeating," which

suggests that if everyone adheres to Theory C, the resulting outcomes might

be inferior compared to a scenario where no one follows it. While this idea

seems feasible, it falters in addressing coordination problems. Ultimately,

Parfit argues that widespread acceptance of Theory C doesn’t necessarily

lead to optimal outcomes; rather, it simply indicates that the theory does not

actively deter favorable results.

Next, Parfit refines his approach by considering what makes a theory

directly individually self-defeating. He illustrates this using the Self-interest

Theory (S), which emphasizes personal aims. He argues that following S

cannot lead individuals to achieve worse outcomes in pursuit of their own

goals, as individuals inherently strive for their best interests.

Moving on to more complex dilemmas, Parfit examines the Prisoner’s

Dilemma, a classic example that highlights how individual self-interest can
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culminate in suboptimal collective results. The dilemma portrays two

individuals faced with the choice of confessing or remaining silent, revealing

how rational actions can result in mutual disadvantage. Further, Parfit

addresses public good dilemmas, where individuals' self-interests obstruct

the potential for collective benefits. This section underscores the necessity of

altruism and collaboration to enhance overall outcomes.

In his conclusion, Parfit emphasizes the need for moral solutions to tackle

practical dilemmas. He advocates for transformative changes in individual

dispositions—ranging from political reforms to shifts in psychological

perspectives—as essential for ameliorating social outcomes. This analysis

stresses the significance of cooperation and altruism over mere self-interest,

asserting that a collective approach can yield superior results in navigating

the complexities of human interaction and moral choice.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 3 Summary: • FIVE MISTAKES IN MORAL
MATHEMATICS

Chapter Summary: 5 Mistakes in Moral Mathematics

This chapter delves into common pitfalls in moral reasoning, especially

when addressing complex situations that involve multiple individuals and

their collective outcomes. Moral philosophy often contemplates scenarios

where altruism intersects with rational decision-making, revealing how

misunderstandings can arise.

1. The Impact of Altruistic Choices  

The chapter begins by challenging the notion that individual altruistic

contributions carry minimal weight in large groups. This perspective often

aligns with Kantian ethics, which focuses on duty and the moral law, yet

fails to recognize instances where individual actions can significantly

influence overall outcomes. The argument underestimates the potential

power of individual altruism, dismissing the idea that each person's effort

may indeed make a crucial difference.

2. The Share-of-the-Total View  
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To illustrate moral miscalculations, the text presents the *First Rescue

Mission*, wherein five individuals can save a hundred miners by standing

on a platform. According to the “Share-of-the-Total View,” each person's

contribution appears equally valuable. However, this perspective leads to

flawed conclusions. The *Revised Share-of-the-Total View* suggests

modifying this assessment by acknowledging that as one person steps in,

they inadvertently reduce the perceived value of the others’ contributions.

This indicates that while a group can save many, the optimal moral choice

might instead be to assist a smaller number elsewhere.

3. Mistakes in Moral Mathematics  

The chapter identifies five major errors in moral reasoning:

1. The initial reliance on the Share-of-the-Total View.

2. Overlooking the significant effects of collective actions.

3. Disregarding the potential for small probabilities to lead to substantial

benefits.

4. Dismissing minor effects on large populations.

5. The belief that imperceptible impacts are morally insignificant.

These mistakes reveal a tendency to underestimate the cumulative moral

weight of individual actions in collective scenarios.

4. Overdetermination and Imperceptible Effects  
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Next, the chapter addresses situations of overdetermination, where multiple

agents contribute to a single outcome, often in harmful ways. It highlights

the necessity of recognizing even the smallest contributions or detriments, as

they can collectively result in significant moral implications when viewed

from a broader perspective. Examples underscore how seemingly minor

actions, when aggregated, can lead to major consequences, thereby

necessitating a reevaluation of how moral responsibility is distributed across

individuals.

5. Rational Altruism and Group Considerations  

The narrative continues with an exploration of rational altruism, positing

that individuals should strive for the best possible outcomes, even when

faced with the moral complexities of collective action. This section

emphasizes that moral decision-making should extend beyond individual

assessments, urging a more holistic perspective that considers the impact of

individual choices on group welfare.

Conclusion  

In closing, this chapter underscores the intricacies involved in moral

calculations, particularly within large groups. It stresses the importance of

recognizing the cumulative implications of individual actions, advocating
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for moral theories that effectively incorporate these dimensions to better

address ethical dilemmas. By illuminating these common mistakes, the text

drives home the necessity for a deeper understanding of morality that

embraces both individual and collective dimensions.
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Chapter 4: • THEORIES THAT ARE DIRECTLY
SELF-DEFEATING

Theories That Are Directly Self-Defeating

In navigating the complexities of moral dilemmas, particularly the

Many-Person Prisoner’s Dilemma, we often find ourselves at a crossroads

between self-interest and collective welfare. This dilemma illustrates a

situation where the pursuit of individual gains leads to a collectively

detrimental outcome. To address these challenges, solutions can be framed

within two categories: political strategies and psychological strategies, the

latter heavily relying on moral motivations.

Four Moral Motives

The philosopher Derek Parfit identifies four essential moral motives that can

foster resolutions to these dilemmas. These include:

1. Trustworthiness - the commitment to keeping one's word.

2. Reluctance to be a free-rider - the desire to contribute rather than

 rely on others' efforts.
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3. The Kantian Test - acting according to principles that can be

 universalized.

4. Sufficient Altruism - a genuine concern for the well-being of others.

Each motive can manifest in two ways: one can resolve the dilemma entirely

or can lead to altruistic choices that may come at a personal cost.

Claims Against Self-Interest Theory (S)

Parfit challenges several assertions commonly associated with self-interest:

1. No one chooses what they believe is worse for them: Contrary to this

 belief, evidence shows individuals can choose actions that disadvantage

themselves for moral reasons.

2. What each does maximizes utility: This claim is more definitional

 than practical, rendering it irrelevant in discussions on self-interest.

3. Virtue is always rewarded: This notion falters when faced with

 arguments questioning the existence of an afterlife or rewards for virtue.

4. Virtue is its own reward: While doing good can enhance life

 satisfaction, it can also result in negative outcomes.

Moral Solutions and Dilemmas
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Parfit emphasizes the importance of moral solutions that can be

self-denying, resolving practical dilemmas without entirely abolishing them.

He explores the tension between rational self-interest and morality, raising

questions about what constitutes rational behavior when these values clash.

Self-Interest Theory and Collective Defeat

Parfit posits that while self-interest Theory (S) may be collectively

self-defeating, it does not inherently fail within its own framework, as

individuals may still achieve personal gains despite a decline in overall

welfare. However, this perceived rationality crumbles if cooperative altruism

leads to better collective outcomes.

Comparing with Other Theories

When comparing self-interest (S) with other moral theories, Parfit suggests

that moral motivations often outweigh self-interested ones. Establishing a

neutral measure to weigh these conflicting reasons remains a complex

challenge.
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Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Dilemmas

This chapter underlines that self-interest can lead to indirect self-defeating

outcomes at a personal level, in contrast to Collective Consequentialism,

which may not encounter the same pitfalls. The purported failures of S often

reflect individual consequences rather than a universal moral breakdown.

Intertemporal Dilemmas

Present-Aim Theory (P) argues that decisions should prioritize current

interests, which can clash with S’s advice for long-term gain. These

Present-focused processes can generate intertemporal dilemmas,

complicating the landscape of self-interest.

Addressing Common-Sense Morality

Most moral frameworks struggle with resolving Every-We Dilemmas,

particularly Common-Sense Morality, which prioritizes individual goals.

This approach risks self-defeat if all parties adhere strictly to their

self-interests.
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Revising Moral Theories

In light of these challenges, Parfit advocates for a refined version of

Common-Sense Morality. This revised approach emphasizes actions that

enhance the collective moral objectives of the group, aligning individual

ethics with broader communal outcomes.

Conclusion

The complexities intertwined within moral and self-interest theories

necessitate an ongoing revision of existing moral paradigms. Addressing the

interdependencies and the tension between collective welfare and individual

self-interest is crucial in fostering more favorable outcomes in moral

dilemmas.
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Chapter 5 Summary: • CONCLUSIONS

Chapter 5 Summary: Conclusions

In this chapter, the exploration of morality’s intricate landscape culminates

in a discussion of how different moral theories can coexist and synergize for

a better understanding of ethical behavior.

5.1 Reducing the Distance between M and C  

The chapter begins by examining the Self-interest Theory (S) and its

self-defeating nature in scenarios like the Prisoner’s Dilemma. In this classic

problem, rational individuals pursuing their self-interest lead to worse

outcomes for everyone involved. While proponents of morality assert its

superiority, the chapter notes that individuals may thrive under S, but the

collective experience can be detrimental. Common-Sense Morality shares

this collective shortcoming, prompting M-believers—those adhering to

moral principles—to reconsider their views and potentially adopt a revised

consequentialist perspective (termed R). This shift aims to lessen the tension

between Common-Sense Morality and consequentialist viewpoints,

advocating for a more harmonized moral approach.

5.2 Towards a Unified Theory  

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


A call for a Unified Theory emerges, proposing a synthesis of S and R. The

limitations inherent in each theory necessitate modifications that bring about

a comprehensive moral framework. This new approach would integrate

consequentialist ideas with traditional moral contemplations, resulting in a

cohesive structure that can encompass both the goals of consequentialism

and the ethical standards found in common morality. By merging these

principles, the chapter indicates the potential for a reduction in philosophical

discord surrounding moral judgment.

5.3 Work to be Done  

The chapter continues by acknowledging the complexities involved in

reconciling these divergent moral beliefs within the Unified Theory. It posits

that morality should not solely pursue optimal outcomes; it must also

account for human responses, such as blame and remorse, which are

essential in how individuals navigate moral actions. This consideration

emphasizes the importance of responsibility in moral behavior, encouraging

a holistic approach that bridges theory and practice.

5.4 Another Possibility  

Lastly, the chapter addresses the concept of moral skepticism— the doubt

regarding the existence of any objective moral truths. It suggests that
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establishing a unified moral framework could dissolve the existing divisions

between consequentialist and common moral beliefs, ultimately challenging

the foundations of moral skepticism. The development of this unified theory

stands to not only foster better consensus in moral reasoning but also

enhance the very understanding of ethics that governs human interactions.

Through these discussions, Chapter 5 underscores the necessity of evolving

moral theories to create a more unified understanding of ethics in a complex

world, advocating for collaboration between different moral perspectives to

achieve better collective outcomes.
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Chapter 6 Summary: • THE BEST OBJECTION TO
THE SELF-INTEREST THEORY

### Chapter 6: The Best Objection to the Self-Interest Theory

Introduction  

This chapter critiques the Self-Interest Theory (S), which suggests that

individuals should always act in their own best interests, by employing the

Present-Aim Theory (P). The critique encompasses both moral and rational

arguments, aiming to demonstrate the limitations of S.

The Present-Aim Theory (P)  

The Present-Aim Theory posits that individuals should prioritize fulfilling

their present desires. It includes several interpretations:  

- Instrumental Theory (IP) emphasizes that actions should focus on

 what best fulfills current desires.  

- Deliberative Theory advocates for rational action through ideal

 deliberation, where individuals consider what they would want if fully

informed and clear-minded.  

- Critical Present-Aim Theory (CP) challenges the validity of certain

 desires, suggesting that those deemed irrational could be inherently wrong.
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Arguments Against Self-Interest Theory  

The chapter argues that S is self-defeating in individual and collective

contexts. It presumes that satisfying one’s self-interest is paramount, often at

odds with moral responsibilities. Ignoring irrational or externally imposed

desires weakens S's claims, revealing the theory's flaws.

Can Desires Be Intrinsically Irrational?  

The discussion delves into desires that stem from false beliefs, categorizing

them as irrational. However, P contends that some desires may be rationally

required, independent of their truthfulness. Examples, such as altruism,

illustrate that certain desires can take precedence over self-serving motives.

Three Competing Theories  

S is not only challenged by P but also by various moral theories,

highlighting its vulnerabilities. When moral objections are applied alongside

those from P, S faces increasing scrutiny.

Psychological Egoism  

A common misconception is the notion that Self-Interest Theory and
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Present-Aim Theory are perfectly aligned. The chapter clarifies that, in

practice, they may diverge significantly.

The Self-Interest Theory and Morality  

The juxtaposition of S with moral principles introduces complexities,

indicating that S does not consistently serve as the best guide for rational

action. Rational actions determined by S can often misalign with the moral

imperative of prioritizing collective welfare.

My First Argument  

The initial argument against S posits that when self-interest conflicts with

moral obligations, S’s guidance falters. The chapter presents cases

demonstrating that self-sacrificial desires may hold more rational legitimacy

than purely self-interested actions.

Potential Responses from S-Theorists  

Proponents of S might contend that motives are irrelevant if the chosen

actions are rational. However, the chapter stresses that true rationality must

integrate moral considerations that extend beyond mere personal benefit.

Conclusion  
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The chapter concludes that Self-Interest Theory is inadequate as a standalone

framework for rational decision-making, as it overlooks the complexities of

collective and interpersonal moral contexts. Emphasizing the importance of

addressing irrational desires and ethical responsibilities, the chapter sets the

groundwork for further exploration in subsequent discussions.
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Chapter 7 Summary: • THE APPEAL TO FULL
RELATIVITY

Chapter 7 Summary: The Appeal to Full Relativity

Chapter 7 delves into the complexities and criticisms surrounding the

Self-interest Theory (S), particularly through the lens of ethical relativism

and temporal considerations.

53. The S-Theorist’s Second Reply

In the face of critique, a Self-interest Theorist (S-Theorist) may refine their

stance by embracing the Desire-Fulfilment Theory, which posits that

self-interest is not limited to immediate desires. The S-Theorist can argue for

a broader understanding of motivations that includes future intentions,

thereby challenging the Present-aim Theory that prioritizes immediate goals.

This approach emphasizes acting upon desires that span an individual's

lifetime, suggesting that long-term fulfillment should outweigh transient

pleasures.

54. Sidgwick’s Suggestions

Philosopher Henry Sidgwick critically examines the Egoistic Principle,
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which prioritizes self-interest, questioning why moralists advocate

sacrificing personal happiness for broader ethical considerations. He

highlights a paradox: if moral theorists defend such sacrifices, it is

reasonable for Egoists to favor immediate pleasures over potential future

benefits. Moreover, he challenges the rigidity of Pragmatism and Rational

Benevolence, asserting that they, too, must withstand scrutiny regarding

self-interest.

55. How S Is Incompletely Relative

Sidgwick argues that Rational Benevolence, with its demand for

impartiality, contrasts sharply with the S-Theory, which is agent-relative yet

inconsistently requires temporal neutrality. This inconsistency invites

critiques from both Present-aim Theorists and those who advocate for a fully

relative understanding of reasons in ethical decision-making.

56. How Sidgwick Went Astray

While Sidgwick noted the threats that Present-aim Theory posed to S, he did

not adequately convey their full implications. His failure to clarify the need

for temporal relativity in discussions of self-interest undermines ethical

clarity, as it leaves out critical nuances required for a comprehensive

understanding of motivations.
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57. The Appeal Applied at a Formal Level

The discourse surrounding rationality and ethics leads to the conclusion that

if reasons for actions are agent-relative, they must also be relative to time.

This temporal dimension suggests that if justifications for actions do not

sustain across time, the S-Theory's practical application collapses under

scrutiny.

58. The Appeal Applied to Other Claims

Utilizing foundational principles (P1), (P2), and (P3)—which underscore the

importance of full relativity in moral reasoning—the chapter argues that the

Self-interest Theory (S) stands countered. The implications drawn imply that

S can only be upheld if certain foundational ethical principles are dismissed,

further validating the Present-aim Theory.

In essence, Chapter 7 provides a critical analysis of the Self-interest Theory,

exposing its vulnerabilities and advocating for a more nuanced

understanding of ethical reasoning. The chapter emphasizes the need to

consider individual contexts and temporal factors, revealing the inherent

struggles within the S-Theorist’s framework and highlighting Sidgwick's

insights as central to this discourse on ethical relativity.
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Chapter 8: • DIFFERENT ATTITUDES TO TIME

In Chapter 8, titled "Different Attitudes to Time," the author delves into how

 our perception of time and the prioritization of our desires significantly

influence our moral reasoning and decision-making. The narrative unfolds

through various theories and questions surrounding self-interest, desire, and

moral obligations across different temporal contexts.

Self-interest Theory and Temporal Neutrality  

The chapter begins with the Self-interest Theory (S), which advocates for a

temporally neutral viewpoint where one’s own interests remain consistent

over time. However, Parfit challenges this perspective, positing that

neglecting the impact of past desires on current actions may render such

neutrality unjustified. 

Is It Irrational to Give No Weight to One’s Past Desires?  

This section introduces Desire-Fulfillment Theorists, who assert that the

fulfillment of desires is intrinsically linked to well-being, regardless of an

individual's conscious awareness of those desires. This raises the question: is

it rational to ignore past desires that might still shape current

decision-making? 
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Success Theory vs. Hedonistic Theory  

A distinction is made between Success Theory, which emphasizes achieving

one’s life desires, and Hedonistic Theory, which focuses solely on the

pleasant aspects identified through introspection. This dichotomy illustrates

how differing interpretations of fulfillment can lead to conflicting

understandings of rationality itself, particularly when examining local

(immediate) versus global (long-term) desires.

Desires that Depend on Value Judgements or Ideals  

Here, Parfit argues that past desires influenced by evolving value judgments

can be disregarded. Nevertheless, some contend that intrinsic ideals should

remain steadfast, anchoring moral beliefs even amid changing contexts.

Mere Past Desires  

The discussion continues with the premise that past desires often diminish in

relevance unless tied to emotionally significant events. There remains debate

over the extent to which these desires should influence current decisions.

Is It Irrational to Care Less About One’s Further Future?  

Temporal bias emerges as an exploration of how individuals typically
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prioritize present concerns over future implications. This section questions

the rationality behind such attitudes and their impact on decision-making.

A Suicidal Argument  

Parfit presents a paradox where self-interest can lead to seemingly irrational

choices, such as preferring immediate discomfort to avert greater future

penalties, prompting a reassessment of coherent self-interest.

Past or Future Suffering  

The author considers how suffering, whether past or anticipated, affects

motivation and moral reasoning. Recognizing the significance of this

suffering becomes crucial in rational discussions and ethical considerations.

The Direction of Causation  

Expanding further, Parfit analyzes how the temporal context of benefits or

suffering influences moral reasoning, and whether past experiences justify

current actions.

Temporal Neutrality  

This section critically evaluates whether a temporally neutral stance holds
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merit, assessing how past circumstances should inform present moral

considerations and decisions.

Why We Should Not Be Biased Towards the Future  

The argument is made that while a future bias can seem rational, it may

obstruct moral reasoning by neglecting valuable insights from past

experiences and lessons.

Time's Passage  

Parfit assesses how the belief in the passage of time affects moral

decision-making, advocating for an understanding of past experiences that

shapes contemporary ethical reasoning.

An Asymmetry  

The chapter highlights an asymmetry in how people view the suffering of

themselves versus others, revealing complexities in empathizing with loved

ones' past experiences compared to their own.

Conclusions  

In closing, Parfit asserts that a comprehensive moral theory must account for
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both past and future influences, underscoring the significance of time in

shaping rational actions and ethical judgments in an intricate moral

landscape.

Through this exploration of temporal attitudes and moral reasoning, Parfit

invites readers to reflect deeply on how time shapes not only individual

desires but also the very fabric of ethical considerations and responsibilities

in their lives.
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Chapter 9 Summary: • WHY WE SHOULD REJECT S

Chapter 9 Summary: Why We Should Reject S

In this chapter, we delve into the limitations of the Self-interest Theory (S)

and its inadequacy in justifying why individuals should prioritize their own

interests over the well-being of others or collective consequences.

Introduction to S and Rationality  

The Self-interest Theory posits that individuals should primarily pursue their

own interests. However, this approach fails to account for the broader

implications of such self-centered behavior, which can ultimately lead to

detrimental outcomes for the collective whole.

The Appeal to Later Regrets  

One significant argument against S asserts that individuals often come to

regret their prioritization of immediate self-interest when it adversely affects

their future well-being. While it is recognized that an individual might regret

past decisions driven by self-interest, such regret does not definitively

influence their current choices.
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The Analogy of Regret  

This concept can be illustrated through the character "Proximus," who

embodies a common individual’s struggle with bias. Proximus may find

value in acting on his self-interest at particular moments, even if he remains

cognizant of potential future regrets stemming from such decisions.

S's Defense and Counterarguments  

Proponents of S might argue that individuals should pursue actions they are

less likely to regret in the future. However, the immediate gratification

derived from acting on self-interest often clouds judgment, leading some to

follow their desires regardless of future consequences. Critics of S point out

that supporters overlook the possibility that future joy can outweigh current

regrets.

Why a Defeat for Proximus is Not a Victory for S  

Even if Proximus comes to acknowledge regret for his choices influenced by

self-interest, this acknowledgment does not validate the Self-interest Theory.

The mere acceptance of individual regret does not equate to the legitimacy

of S as a moral framework.

The Appeal to Inconsistency  
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Acting altruistically or against one’s own interests should not be dismissed

as irrational. The complexity of human preferences and motives means that

regret for past actions does not inherently indicate current irrationality,

particularly when those actions stem from a commitment to higher values.

Final Considerations and Conclusions  

In summary, despite having ardent supporters, the rationalizations behind S

are fraught with contradictions, particularly when it comes to the intersection

of morality and self-interest. The moral failings induced by S highlight the

necessity for a more nuanced understanding of duty that prioritizes altruism

and collective well-being over narrow individualism. Therefore, theories that

result in collective harm, like S, warrant rejection in favor of those that

advocate for a more ethical and interconnected approach to morality.

This summary encapsulates the critical arguments presented in Chapter 9 of

Parfit's "Reasons and Persons," emphasizing the need to reconsider

individualistic philosophies that ignore broader ethical responsibilities.
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Chapter 10 Summary: • WHAT WE BELIEVE
OURSELVES TO BE

Summary of Chapter 10: What We Believe Ourselves to Be

In this chapter, the author delves into the philosophical complexities of

personal identity, centering on the provocative thought experiment of

teletransportation. This process involves a machine that disassembles the

original body and reassembles a perfect replica at a different location. The

key dilemma arises when we must consider whether this replica truly

embodies the same person as the original, thus challenging our conventional

understanding of identity.

The chapter differentiates between two types of teletransportation: Simple T

eletransportation, where the original body is obliterated and supplanted

 entirely by its copy, and New Scanner Teletransportation, where both the

 original and the new replica coexist simultaneously. Each scenario prompts

us to question the essence of personal identity and what it means for a

person to survive such a disassembly and reassembly process.

Parfit elaborates that grappling with these scenarios illuminates our

underlying beliefs about identity, survival, and consciousness. He identifies

two key types of identity: qualitative identity, which refers to having
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 similar characteristics, and numerical identity, which pertains to being

 the exact same individual. This distinction raises profound questions about

the definitions of selfhood and what continuity of existence entails.

The chapter also explores two criteria for identity: physical continuity, whi

ch relies on the ongoing existence of the body, and psychological continuity

, which places importance on memory and personal experiences. Parfit

argues that neither criterion alone is sufficient to define identity, prompting a

critical examination of whether our traditional perspectives truly encompass

the scope of what identity means.

Further complicating the discussion, Parfit introduces cases like the Branch-

Line Case, where two identities emerge from a single individual, each

 leading distinct lives forward. This situation not only interrogates the nature

of identity but also raises significant questions about moral responsibility

and ethical implications stemming from divided selves.

Throughout the chapter, Parfit critiques established theories of personal

identity for their inadequacies, suggesting they often fail to account for the

complexities illustrated by teletransportation. He emphasizes the importance

of reassessing our beliefs about identity, as these beliefs fundamentally

shape our moral frameworks and relationships with others.

In essence, this chapter offers a deep exploration of personal identity,
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utilizing thought experiments to expose the often perplexing nature of how

we see ourselves. Parfit's reflections invite readers to reconsider fundamental

questions about who we are and how those answers affect our moral

obligations.
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Chapter 11 Summary: • HOW WE ARE NOT WHAT
WE BELIEVE

Chapter 11 Summary: How We Are Not What We Believe

In Chapter 11, Derek Parfit delves into the complex nature of personal

identity, using thought experiments to highlight various philosophical

perspectives. He distinguishes between two types of impossible

scenarios—those that violate natural laws and those that are technically

impossible—asserting that both can contribute valuable insights to

philosophical discourse.

Parfit critiques the Psychological Criterion of personal identity, which

suggests that identity persists through memory and psychological continuity.

He challenges this view using Bishop Butler's argument, which posits that

memory relies on a pre-existing personal identity. To address these concerns,

Parfit introduces the notion of “quasi-memory,” which posits that

individuals might recall experiences not directly lived by them, particularly

as advancements in neuroscience could allow for shared memory traces.

To illustrate quasi-memory, Parfit describes an imaginative situation where

Jane undergoes surgery to acquire Paul’s memories. This raises profound

questions about how identity functions when one's sense of experience is
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altered, pushing the boundaries of traditional notions of personal identity.

Further, he critiques the Cartesian notion of a separate, enduring self—the

“subject of experiences.” Parfit argues that such an ego is not directly

accessible and instead aligns personal identity with psychological states,

challenging both Reductionist and Cartesian views.

Parfit also addresses morally relevant theories that may be indirectly

self-defeating. He points out that actions deemed rational by ethical

standards may contradict collective good when driven by self-interest,

emphasizing the complex interaction of personal motivations and moral

obligations.

Responding to Butler’s objections, Parfit uses the concept of quasi-memory

to illustrate that identity can emerge from overlapping psychological

connections rather than rely solely on a consistent consciousness. He

presents identity as existing along psychological and physical spectra,

revealing how these perceptions shape beliefs and behaviors regarding

morality.

In examining morality, Parfit contrasts Common-Sense Morality with

Consequentialist theories, revealing inconsistencies in Self-interest Theory

and how these can be self-defeating. He highlights moral

dilemmas—common in social interactions—as critical points where
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collective interests often clash with individual desires.

Parfit proposes that effective moral frameworks must reconcile self-interest

with altruism, leading to his vision of a Unified Theory that synthesizes

ideas from both Consequentialist and Non-Consequentialist perspectives,

creating a more cohesive ethical understanding.

Ultimately, Parfit underscores the vital importance of coherence among

different moral theories while confronting the intricate relationship between

questions of personal identity and moral implications across varied

philosophical landscapes. This synthesis fosters a deeper understanding of

how we view ourselves and our responsibilities toward others.
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Chapter 12: • WHY OUR IDENTITY IS NOT WHAT
MATTERS

Chapter 12: Why Our Identity is Not What Matters

This chapter delves into the complex nature of personal identity, particularly

through the lens of neuroscience and philosophical inquiry. It begins by

examining cases of patients who have undergone split-brain surgery, a

procedure that severs the corpus callosum, the bridge between the brain's

two hemispheres. Such cases illustrate the Reductionist View of personal

identity, where patients exhibit two disparate streams of consciousness. For

example, when shown colors on opposite sides of their visual field, a patient

may verbally identify one color while their hands reflect the other,

highlighting a disconnection in awareness between hemispheres.

Despite this division, each hemisphere seems to maintain a sense of

consciousness. This raises the pivotal question of whether a unified

consciousness is essential for identity. Traditional perspectives often rely on

the notion of a singular subject for cohesive experiences, yet the phenomena

of split-brain patients suggest that the reality is far more nuanced. 

The chapter further explores a thought experiment involving dividing a brain

such that each hemisphere is transplanted into identical twins. This prompts
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essential questions about survival and identity. If two beings emerge with

shared memories and characteristics, do they retain continuity and true

psychological identity? The notion challenges the instinctive belief that

personal identity is paramount; we must consider whether the essence of

identity lies in the quality and shared experiences of existence rather than

mere survival as one entity.

Philosopher Bernard Williams introduces two requirements for a meaningful

criterion of identity: logical consistency and independent rationale.

However, neither the Psychological nor Physical Criterion fully meets these

criteria when employed in various identity cases. This limitation suggests

the inherent difficulty in defining personal identity in absolute terms.

Engaging with philosophical giants, the chapter references Ludwig

Wittgenstein, who would likely refute the Reductionist perspective by

insisting that concepts derive from tangible realities rather than

hypotheticals. This idea resonates with Buddhist philosophy, which similarly

views identity as fluid and contingent rather than fixed.

Additionally, Thomas Nagel proposes that one's identity could be equated

directly with their brain, suggesting a stringent connection between self and

physical cognition. Yet, this perspective raises dilemmas in scenarios such as

teleportation, where psychological continuity may exist without physical

continuity—complicating the notion of the self.
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Finally, the chapter closes by contemplating the credibility of the

Reductionist view. As these theories gain traction, they invite profound

reflection on enduring beliefs about personal identity, challenging us to

reconsider assumptions that shape our understanding of the self. Ultimately,

the exploration suggests that personal identity may be less about strict

definitions and more about the intricate web of experiences that construct

our sense of self.
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Chapter 13 Summary: • WHAT DOES MATTER

Summary of Chapter 13: What Does Matter

Chapter 13 delves into the complex nature of personal identity and its

implications for how we relate to ourselves and others, as well as how we

confront mortality. The author begins by challenging the Non-Reductionist

perspective of personal identity, which posits that identity is a fixed essence.

He contends that this viewpoint is limiting and asserts that true liberation

lies in transcending the self. By letting go of a rigid sense of personal

identity, individuals can foster deeper connections with others and diminish

their anxieties about death and suffering. This shift allows for a more

profound re-examination of life’s experiences.

The discussion then shifts to the continuity of the body and its relationship

to psychological connectedness. The author argues that what is truly

significant is not the mere physical continuity of an individual but rather the

meaningful connections between past and present experiences. It is these

relationships that cultivate a sense of identity and imbue life with purpose

over time.

To further illustrate these ideas, the author presents "The Branch-Line Case,"

a hypothetical scenario where an individual maintains psychological
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continuity despite a disruption in direct memory. This example reinforces

the idea that identity is shaped more by the quality of experiences and

relationships than by strict adherence to physical or psychological criteria.

Introducing the concept of "series-persons," the author explains that an

individual’s identity can evolve through diverse experiences. Regardless of

physical forms, what holds true significance is the persistence of

psychological connectedness—the relationships that endure despite changes.

Next, the chapter examines the philosophical question of whether identity

comprises tokens or types, particularly in scenarios involving replicas of an

individual. The author argues that these replicas should not merely be seen

as interchangeable tokens; rather, they emphasize the critical role of

psychological continuity and memory in defining identity.

The chapter concludes by tackling the idea of partial survival. Here, the

author posits that an individual's experiences and identity can persist in

various forms, challenging the traditional binary view of identity as

all-or-nothing. This perspective promotes a richer understanding of survival,

wherein continuity in relationships and experiences takes precedence.

In essence, Chapter 13 articulates a transformative view of personal identity,

emphasizing that what truly matters are the bonds we form and the

connections we maintain, which ultimately shape our understanding of
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ourselves, our relationships, and our mortality.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 14 Summary: • PERSONAL IDENTITY AND
RATIONALITY

Chapter 14 Summary: Personal Identity and Rationality

In Chapter 14, the discourse centers on the interplay between personal

identity, rationality, and moral obligation, with particular focus on the

controversies surrounding the Self-interest Theory. This theory posits that

individuals act rationally by seeking to maximize their own well-being.

However, this notion faces significant critique based on a philosophical

stance known as the Reductionist View, which suggests that personal

identity is merely a collection of psychological experiences and physical

continuities.

102. The Extreme Claim  

Critics, including notable philosophers like Butler, Sidgwick, and Wiggins,

question the rationale behind caring for future pains if one's identity is

merely a transient collection of experiences. This criticism leads to the

"Extreme Claim," posing the dilemma that if our identity is not cohesive,

there appears to be little motivation for self-preservation or concern for

future states. Yet, defenders of a psychological continuity perspective argue

that despite reductionist interpretations, our sense of identity retains a
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significant rational basis. 

103. A Better Argument Against the Self-interest Theory  

The chapter delves deeper into the Self-interest Theory through the lens of

the Requirement of Equal Concern. This principle asserts that rational beings

ought to regard all future moments with equal weight. Reductionism,

however, challenges this perspective by suggesting that what truly matters

are the continuities of psychological experiences rather than isolated

moments, thereby questioning the rationality of prioritizing immediate over

distant future concerns.

104. The S-Theorist’s Counter-Argument  

Advocates of the Self-interest Theory contend that each element of a

person's future intrinsically belongs to their identity. However, this position

is weakened by the acknowledgment that altruistic and morally driven

actions cannot simply be viewed as tools for personal gain; they possess

their own intrinsic worth that extends beyond self-interest.

105. The Defeat of the Classical Self-interest Theory  

The classical interpretation of the Self-interest Theory is further challenged

by scenarios in which rational actions may lead to self-sacrifice or suffering
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for the benefit of others. This divergence signals a need for the evolution of

ancient self-interest theories, as they encounter a conflict between selfish

rationale and moral imperatives, highlighting the complexities of human

decision-making.

106. The Immorality of Imprudence  

The chapter concludes by addressing the Revised Self-interest Theory,

which attempts to harmonize rational self-interest with moral considerations.

However, it falls short of fully capturing the intricate nature of moral

obligations, which often take precedence over personal benefit and require a

more sophisticated understanding of ethics that encompasses both rationality

and altruism. 

Overall, Chapter 14 critically examines personal identity within the

framework of rationality, inviting readers to reflect on the philosophical

challenges regarding self-interest and moral actions. The analysis

underscores a growing alignment with contemporary philosophical inquiries

that question traditional views on identity and ethics.
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Chapter 15 Summary: • PERSONAL IDENTITY AND
MORALITY

### Chapter 15: Personal Identity and Morality

#### 107. Autonomy and Paternalism  

This section discusses the tension between individual autonomy and

paternalistic interventions. Reductionism, which emphasizes the importance

of psychological continuity over a fixed personal identity, suggests that we

may need to revise our moral perspectives. Paternalism can be justified when

interfering with autonomy prevents significant harm resulting from irrational

decisions. While individuals have the freedom to act irrationally, that

freedom does not extend to actions that inflict serious self-harm.

#### 108. The Two Ends of Lives  

The distinction between Reductionist and Non-Reductionist views on

personal identity profoundly influences moral considerations, especially in

topics like abortion. Non-Reductionists assert that life begins at conception,

viewing abortion as inherently wrong from that point. Conversely,

Reductionists argue there is no strict moral threshold; early-term abortions

may be acceptable, while late-term abortions, involving a developed fetus

capable of moral consideration, may be morally impermissible.
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#### 109. Desert  

The question of moral accountability arises when considering the

implications of Reductionism for personal desert. Critics argue that if

identity can shift over time, it complicates our ability to hold individuals

accountable for their past actions. However, proponents of Reductionism

suggest that psychological continuity might still provide a basis for

accountability, albeit in a more flexible manner than traditional notions of

fixed identity allow.

#### 110. Commitments  

This section explores how Reductionism can reshape perceptions of personal

commitments. As one's identity evolves, earlier commitments may lose their

moral weight, leading to a reevaluation of obligations based on past actions.

This shift raises important questions about the permanence of moral

obligations in light of changing identities.

#### 111. The Separateness of Persons and Distributive Justice  

Recognizing the separateness of individuals underpins important moral

claims, especially in the context of distributive justice. Traditional utilitarian

frameworks, which focus on maximizing aggregate well-being, may conflict

with notions of fairness. A Reductionist shift may challenge established

views on equality, suggesting that personal identity considerations could

alter our understanding of fair distribution.
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#### 112. Three Explanations of the Utilitarian View  

Utilitarianism can often neglect individual differences in its quest to

maximize overall benefits, leading to potential injustices in moral reasoning.

By unpacking the foundational flaws in utilitarian calculations, this section

invites a critical examination of alternative moral frameworks that

emphasize individual rights and justice over utilitarian outcomes.

#### 113. Changing a Principle’s Scope  

As moral philosophy evolves, so too does the application of distributive

principles. Reductionist perspectives may encourage a broader

understanding of these principles, which could lead to a dilution of their

significance. This shift prompts a reconsideration of moral obligations and

how they are enacted in societal contexts.

#### 114. Changing a Principle’s Weight  

Adjustments in the scope of distributive principles can result in diminished

significance for those principles within moral decision-making. Under

Reductionism, there is a need to reassess the weight assigned to various

moral considerations, potentially complicating ethical judgments.

#### 115. Can It Be Right to Burden Someone Merely to Benefit Someone

Else?  

This raises profound moral questions about the ethics of sacrificing one

individual’s well-being for the benefit of others. Many intuitive responses
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lean toward the belief that such actions are unjustifiable, highlighting the

complexity of moral calculations in utilitarianism versus individual rights.

#### 116. An Argument for Giving Less Weight to Equality  

With evolving views on personal identity, the moral basis for equality may

lose its grounding. Nonetheless, ethical frameworks must adapt and refine

their approaches to distributive justice claims while grappling with these

shifting perspectives.

#### 117. A More Extreme Argument  

Rejection of Non-Reductionism leads to challenges in sustaining traditional

distributive principles, suggesting that compensation over time may not be

feasible. This radical perspective questions the legitimacy of existing moral

frameworks and proposes new avenues for ethical reasoning.

#### 118. Conclusions  

Collectively, these discussions underscore the necessity of continually

reassessing our moral principles in light of our understanding of personal

identity. The interplay between individual autonomy and broader moral

theories invites deeper exploration into how Reductionism affects ethics and

our moral landscape.
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Chapter 16: • THE NON-IDENTITY PROBLEM

Chapter 16: The Non-Identity Problem

Introduction to the Problem

This chapter delves into the Non-Identity Problem, a philosophical inquiry

that examines the intricate connection between personal identity and the

moment of conception. It raises profound ethical questions about the

implications of our actions on future generations, emphasizing their critical

role in shaping humanity’s future.

How Our Identity Depends on When We Were Conceived

Central to the discussion is the Time-Dependence Claim, which asserts that

a person's existence is contingent upon the timing of their conception. Had

one been conceived at a different moment, one might not exist at all.

Although this view is not universally accepted, it is generally regarded as

important. The complexities of identity become particularly notable in cases

of conception occurring closely in time, where the distinction between

different identities may blur, especially when conceived from the same

ovum with varying sperm.
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Indeterminacy of Identity

The chapter acknowledges scenarios where identity lacks clear definition,

suggesting there are questions about existence that do not yield binary

answers. This indeterminacy complicates our understanding of personal

identity further, demonstrating that existence itself can be a nuanced

concept.

Various Views on Identity

Distinct philosophical perspectives—such as the Origin View, which focuses

on the origin of identity, the Cartesian View, which emphasizes

consciousness, and Descriptive Views, which highlight social context—offer

different interpretations of identity. Each viewpoint concludes that variations

in conception can lead to different individual outcomes, affecting whether

these individuals would exist.

Three Types of Moral Choices

The author categorizes moral choices into three types that influence future

individuals:

1. Different Number Choices: Decisions affecting both the number and

 identities of future individuals.

2. Same Number Choices: Actions that alter the identities of future
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 individuals without changing their number.

3. Same People Choices: Choices that neither impact the identity nor the

 number of individuals.

Weight of Future Generations’ Interests

Traditionally, ethical frameworks prioritize the well-being of existing

individuals over that of those yet to be born. However, the chapter argues for

an expanded moral framework that includes the interests of future

generations, particularly when present decisions directly affect their quality

of life.

The Case of the Young Girl’s Child

A hypothetical case involving a 14-year-old girl contemplating motherhood

illustrates the core of the Non-Identity Problem. It highlights the tension

between her desires and the ethical implications of bringing future

individuals into existence under different circumstances, emphasizing how

complex choices can affect the welfare of those individuals.

Lowering Quality of Life Without Moral Consequences

This section explores scenarios where public policies or personal choices

may lead to a diminished quality of life for future generations, raising
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significant ethical questions. The ambiguity arises from actions that do not

infringe upon the rights of current individuals yet may adversely impact

those who will come into existence.

Rights and the Morality of Existence

The chapter questions whether failing to provide a child with a suitable start

in life reflects a moral shortcoming. It examines how various ethical theories

can diverge, particularly concerning future individuals and their rights to

existence.

The Moral Implications of Non-Identity

Here, the discussion shifts to whether our actions carry moral weight when

they affect future individuals who do not yet exist. The author advocates for

a serious ethical framework that addresses how current choices influence the

lives and wellbeing of generations to come, challenging traditional views on

moral responsibility.

Final Thoughts on Non-Identity

The chapter concludes by underscoring the practical relevance of the

Non-Identity Problem in moral theory. It argues for philosophical inquiries

that not only enrich our understanding but also shape a moral outlook that is
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mindful of future generations.

Key Takeaway

The Non-Identity Problem raises vital ethical dilemmas regarding the impact

of present actions on the existence and welfare of future individuals. This

highlights the urgent need for a moral framework that comprehensively

encompasses future considerations to guide our decisions today.
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Chapter 17 Summary: • THE REPUGNANT
CONCLUSION

Chapter 17 Summary: The Repugnant Conclusion

Introduction  

Chapter 17 delves into the intricate realm of population ethics, raising

critical questions about how population growth affects human well-being. It

asks whether the existence of more lives, even if they lead to lower overall

quality of life, can be morally justified.

Is It Better If More People Live?  

The chapter opens with a thought experiment involving a couple

contemplating the decision to have another child. This scenario serves to

highlight the moral debates surrounding procreation in an increasingly

populated world. Advocates argue that bringing a new life into existence,

regardless of the circumstances, contributes positively to humanity. In

contrast, opponents highlight the ethical quandaries of adding to an already

burdened society, posing questions about whether it's right to bring a child

into a world with potential challenges and limitations.
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The Effects of Population Growth on Existing People  

The narrative progresses to explore the consequences of population growth

on the well-being of existing individuals. Although growth may initially

present benefits, such as economic stimulation or cultural enrichment, it can

also lead to long-term issues like resource scarcity, environmental

degradation, and a declining quality of life. This section illustrates the

complex interplay between the interests of present populations and future

generations, emphasizing how population dynamics can create both

opportunities and severe challenges.

Overpopulation  

The discussion extends to the concept of overpopulation, where rising

numbers can ultimately undermine individual well-being. This segment

underscores the moral dilemmas surrounding increasing population sizes,

particularly how they can conflict with the rights and needs of those already

living. Overpopulation poses questions about sustainability, social equity,

and ethical responsibilities toward both current and future inhabitants of the

planet.

The Repugnant Conclusion  

In the concluding segment, philosopher Derek Parfit introduces the
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provocative notion known as the 'Repugnant Conclusion.' This hypothesis

suggests that a vast population living lives barely worth living might be

considered preferable to a smaller population enjoying high-quality lives.

This idea starkly challenges our intuitive beliefs about the value of life,

presenting a paradox at the heart of utilitarian philosophy. It forces us to

confront uncomfortable truths about the balance between the quantity of life

and its quality, raising profound ethical questions about what constitutes a

'better' existence.

The chapter ultimately highlights the philosophical tension between the aim

to maximize happiness through population increase and the inevitable

compromises in quality of life for individuals. It calls for a deeper

examination of moral reasoning regarding population ethics, compelling

readers to ponder the implications of their beliefs on growth and well-being.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 18 Summary: • THE ABSURD CONCLUSION

In Chapter 18, "The Absurd Conclusion," Derek Parfit explores complex

 moral dilemmas centering around population ethics, notably the

Non-Identity Problem and the Repugnant Conclusion. He argues for the

necessity of a moral theory that adequately resolves both issues, highlighting

that existing theories often succeed in addressing one at the cost of failing

the other.

Parfit introduces a moral asymmetry through illustrative cases: the Wretched

Child—who suffers a harmful existence—and the Happy Child—who has a

positive life. He posits that while it is morally wrong to bring a Wretched

Child into existence knowingly, choosing to conceive the Happy Child is

merely a morally better choice, not an obligation. This leads to the third

objective for any moral theory—to explain the reasoning behind this

asymmetry.

Critiquing Ideal Contractualism, particularly as articulated by philosopher

John Rawls, Parfit contends that this approach inadequately navigates moral

principles surrounding population, as it relies heavily on notions of

self-interest and impartiality. When the moral principle chosen impacts

existence itself, its supposed neutrality is compromised.

To circumvent the Repugnant Conclusion—a position suggesting that a vast
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number of lives with minimal quality can be more desirable than fewer,

high-quality lives—Parfit proposes the Narrow Person-Affecting Principle.

This principle prioritizes considerations of individual well-being rather than

merely evaluating collective happiness.

However, Parfit acknowledges challenges inherent in the Narrow Principle,

notably its failure in scenarios where no individual is worse off, which raises

potential contradictions and implications related to accepting the Repugnant

Conclusion.

He subsequently introduces broader frameworks, the Wide Total Principle

and the Wide Average Principle, which aim to provide a more nuanced

understanding of beneficence, encompassing both the quantity and quality of

lives.

As Parfit examines various theories in the realm of moral philosophy, he

notes that none offer a satisfactory resolution to these ethical quandaries

without incurring further contradictions or untenable conclusions. He argues

against the idea that the sheer quantity of suffering can be morally

outweighed by positive factors, asserting suffering is intrinsically negative

and should be understood within a more refined moral context.

The chapter culminates in the emergence of what Parfit refers to as the

Absurd Conclusion, where moral frameworks that attempt to quantify
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suffering or set limits on it lead to counterintuitive implications. He explores

alternative views, like the Lexical View, which weighs certain types of

existence more heavily than others in moral evaluation.

Ultimately, Parfit advocates for a balanced moral theory that considers both

the qualitative aspects of life and the implications of personhood in moral

discourse. He underscores the importance of having a theoretical framework

sophisticated enough to address these critical moral issues while remaining

cautious against overreaching claims about morality and rational

decision-making.
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Chapter 19 Summary: • THE MERE ADDITION
PARADOX

Chapter 19: The Mere Addition Paradox

This chapter explores the complexities of the Mere Addition Paradox, a

philosophical dilemma that questions our intuitions about population size

and quality of life. It introduces key concepts through a comparative analysis

of three states: A, A+, and B. 

- Mere Addition: State A represents a society with a certain population

 and a satisfactory quality of life. In state A+, an additional group of "extra

people" whose lives are deemed worth living is added, but they lead to a

lower average quality of life for the overall population. This raises a

perplexing issue: while the addition of lives (A+) might superficially suggest

increased overall happiness, if B—comprising an even larger population

living at a lower quality of life—is considered less desirable than A, then

adding lives seems to make matters worse.

- Why We Should Reject the Average Principle: The chapter critiques

 the Average Principle, which posits that a lower average quality of life

negates overall value. By presenting scenarios where a society with fewer

high-quality lives (State A) is more desirable than a larger group with
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mediocre or poor lives (State A+ or B), it illustrates how adding more lives

does not necessarily enhance the overall well-being.

- Why We Should Reject the Appeal to Inequality: The discussion shifts

 toward whether the presence of additional "extra people" leads to a moral

failing due to the inequality they create. However, it argues that inequality,

especially when it arises naturally rather than through injustice, should not

be sufficient grounds to categorize A+ as worse than A. The inherent value

of each life matters more than an unequal distribution of well-being.

- The First Version of the Paradox: This version emphasizes the

 perplexity of comparing A+ to B, provoking doubts about our claims that A

is superior to A+. It challenges the moral intuition that larger

populations—or even those with lower quality lives—can ever truly justify

the diminishment of value under the Average Principle.

- Why We Are Not Yet Forced to Accept the Repugnant Conclusion: Alt

hough some interpretations suggest that larger populations equate to better

overall wellbeing, the chapter refutes the idea that a massive group of

minimally content lives (B) is preferable to a smaller group leading more

fulfilling lives (A). It stresses that we need not succumb to the "Repugnant

Conclusion," which asserts that the vast number of barely-living lives can be

deemed more valuable.
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- The Appeal to the Bad Level: The concept of a 'Bad Level' is

 examined, suggesting that certain lives—while technically worth

living—fail to meet an acceptable standard of quality. This complexity

complicates the narrative of assessing the relationship between the quantity

and quality of lives, suggesting that not all lives are equally desirable.

- The Second Version of the Paradox: This iteration introduces scenarios

 with lives that are above a minimal threshold but below a definitive optimal

quality. It emphasizes the ethical tension that arises when evaluating

existence under these terms, complicating discussions of well-being and

future choices.

- The Third Version: The final variation presents speculative

 technological futures where extreme population policies could force a

reevaluation of the quality of life. This leads to profound questions about

morality, the implications of existence, and the values we uphold as

populations grow and quality diminishes.

In conclusion, the Mere Addition Paradox serves as a critique of prevalent

ethical assumptions regarding population size and value. It suggests that

merely adding lives does not guarantee improved overall outcomes,

emphasizing the intricate moral reasoning required when contemplating the

implications of existence and quality of life.
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Chapter 20: CONCLUDING CHAPTER

Concluding Chapter Summary

In the concluding chapter, the author reflects on the challenges faced in

developing a new ethical theory to address complex moral issues,

specifically the Non-Identity Problem, which questions the implications of

actions on individuals who are not yet born, and the Repugnant Conclusion,

which suggests uncomfortable outcomes in population ethics. Although the

author recognizes his shortcomings in formulating a comprehensive theory

of beneficence, he maintains hope that future thinkers may succeed where he

could not.

The discussion then shifts to the role of impersonality in moral choices. The

author argues for a broader ethical perspective that transcends personal

relationships, pointing out common misconceptions about the significance of

individual actions within large communities. Using the example of

"Harmless Torturers" — individuals who may not perceive themselves as

causing harm due to the perceived insignificance of their actions — the

author illustrates how collective actions can yield severe moral

consequences. This highlights the necessity for a more rational and altruistic

moral framework that prioritizes the well-being of all individuals, rather than

focusing solely on oneself.
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Next, the chapter critiques Common-Sense Morality, advocating for

revisions that emphasize impartiality, especially regarding obligations to

children and close relations. The author claims that adopting a more

collective rationality could lead to better outcomes for everyone, including

one’s own family members, thus reshaping moral obligations to foster a

more inclusive ethical stance.

Delving deeper into ethical arguments, the author explores the relationship

between moral reasoning and rationality, questioning the potential for

constructing improved moral theories. He argues that Common-Sense

Morality often fails because it can be self-defeating, warranting a revision

towards a more altruistic perspective. He proposes that a Unified Theory

could emerge from synthesizing elements from both Consequentialism—an

ethical theory focused on the outcomes of actions—and Common-Sense

Morality, integrating the benefits of individual and collective outcomes.

In the chapter’s final reflections, the author addresses moral scepticism,

advocating for a thorough examination and critique of established ethical

theories. He posits that many ethical disagreements may be resolvable

through a Unified Theory, emphasizing that moral inquiry is ongoing and

essential for adapting our ethical frameworks to contemporary moral

responsibilities.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Key Themes:

1. Failure of Existing Ethical Theories: Recognition of the limitations in

 addressing intricate moral dilemmas.

2. Impersonality vs. Personal Relations in Morality: Advocacy for a

 collective ethical perspective that prioritizes the common good over

self-interest.

3. Need for Revision in Common-Sense Morality: Reforms proposed to

 ensure moral obligations align with collective outcomes rather than

individual perspectives.

4. Interrelation of Rationality and Morality: Exploration of the ways

 various ethical theories can inform and challenge one another to enhance

moral understanding.

5. Future of Moral Inquiry: An encouragement for continued

 exploration and refinement of moral theories to stay relevant with evolving

ethical insights.
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Chapter 21 Summary: APPENDICES

Summary of Chapter 21 from "Reasons and Persons" by Derek Parfit

In Chapter 21, Derek Parfit delves into the nuanced interplay between

trustworthiness, morality, and identity through a series of thought-provoking

discussions. 

A. A World Without Deception  

Parfit opens with a hypothetical scenario of a transparent society, where

individuals never engage in self-deception. He examines the implications of

being trustworthy versus being a threat-fulfiller or threat-ignorer. The

essence of his argument is that the benefits derived from being trustworthy

hinge on the reliability of others' trustworthiness, while the advantage of

fulfilling threats depends on the absence of those who ignore threats. He

posits that a societal shift towards a disposition of trustworthiness is

generally advantageous, highlighting the moral responsibility of individuals

in shaping the behaviors and lives of others.

B. How My Weaker Conclusion Would in Practice Defeat S  

Building upon the complexities of self-interest and morality, Parfit reflects
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on scenarios where conflicting interests can challenge theoretical

acceptability. He notes that theories which induce contradictions, such as

prioritizing moral obligations over rational self-interest, risk losing

credibility. Therefore, he contends that moral and self-interest theories must

be applicable in communal situations to maintain their validity.

C. Rationality and the Different Theories about Self-Interest  

Parfit further dissects various theories of self-interest—hedonism,

desire-fulfillment, and objective list theories. He argues that individuals'

preferences regarding happiness and desires complicate rational

decision-making and moral judgment. A holistic understanding of

self-interest necessitates considering both subjective desires and objective

goods, thereby enriching the discourse on moral philosophy.

D. Nagel’s Brain  

Continuing the theme of identity, Parfit critiques philosopher Thomas

Nagel’s reductionist view that personal identity is solely defined by the

physical brain. He suggests that identity encompasses continuity beyond

mere brain states, invoking a more expansive understanding of personal

connection over time.

E. The Closest Continuer Schema  
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Parfit discusses philosopher Robert Nozick's idea that identity relies on

being the “closest continuer” of a past self. He challenges this notion by

arguing that identity cannot be strictly confined to continuity; rather, it is

influenced by external contexts that shape our sense of self.

F. The Social Discount Rate  

The chapter critiques the concept of the social discount rate (SDR), often

used in economic and societal evaluations of future impacts, arguing it

improperly minimizes the moral importance of long-term consequences.

Parfit evaluates various justifications for the SDR, ultimately concluding

that they fail to adequately address the ethical implications of ignoring future

ramifications.

G. Whether Causing Someone to Exist Can Benefit This Person  

This section tackles a philosophical debate regarding whether bringing

someone into existence can be deemed beneficial. Parfit contends that

existence, particularly if it leads to a life worth living, can indeed be

positive, challenging the notion that non-existence is morally neutral.

H. Rawlsian Principles  
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Parfit critically examines John Rawls's principles of justice, focusing on the

Difference Principle, which addresses social and economic inequalities. He

points out potential contradictions that may arise from this principle and

suggests that revisions are necessary to avoid self-defeating outcomes.

I. What Makes Someone’s Life Go Best  

In discussing what constitutes a fulfilling life, Parfit advocates for an

inclusive approach that merges hedonistic principles, desire fulfillment, and

objective goods into a coherent understanding of self-interest and morality.

J. Buddha’s View  

The chapter concludes with reflections influenced by Buddhist philosophy,

particularly on concepts of self, desire, and suffering. Parfit hints at

alternative moral frameworks emerging from Eastern thought, prompting

further contemplation on the essence of identity and ethical living.

Overall, Parfit's chapter invites readers to reconsider conventions

surrounding self-interest, morality, and identity, fostering a greater

awareness of how our actions impact both ourselves and the broader society

in which we exist.
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