Wishing I were someone else

I might wish that I were a millionaire. It is quite clear in that case what I am wishing for, what would have to happen for my wish to come true: a million pounds would have to come my way. Compare this with another kind of wish people sometimes have: they wish that they were someone else. I might, for example, wish that I were Arnold Schwarzenegger. Is it so clear what I am wishing for there? Well, I might say I wish I were Schwarzenegger where all I really wish is that I were Governor of California and very rich: saying ‘I wish that I were Arnold Schwarzenegger’ was just an abbreviated (and potentially misleading) way of expressing that wish. Alternatively, I might mean something rather more full-blooded such as: ‘I wish I were Governor of California, very rich, and had that wonderful body and that beautiful wife’. Again, there does not seem to be much difficulty there in understanding what it is I wish for. But one might think: ‘That is still simply wishing that you had some of the qualities and possessions that Schwarzenegger has. And that is something less than seriously, in the strict sense, wishing you were Arnold Schwarzenegger. For Schwarzenegger also has certain distinctive patterns of thought and emotion, he has certain memories of the past and hopes for the future, he has his own beliefs, tastes and political views, and so on. So someone who seriously wishes that he were Schwarzenegger is someone who wishes that he had all those characteristics too: wishes that he could look back on a childhood in Austria and a period of body building, wishes that he had Schwarzenegger’s energy and confidence, and so on’. When people express the wish that they were someone else they do, in some such way as this, sometimes mean that they wish they had certain of the other’s mental qualities. But we might wonder: if I really were, in the strict sense, Schwarzenegger – if, let us suppose, I were to change places with him, so that I was him and he was me – just how would the world be different from the way it now is? Presumably nobody else would notice anything unusual if this switch came about. (If the ‘Schwarzenegger’ character was a bit of a physical weakling, or occasionally muttered in exasperation things like ‘Why can’t I be back in my simple life in Lampeter’, people might notice that; but in this case it would be clear that something less than my becoming Schwarzenegger – in the strict sense – had taken place.) But equally, it seems, neither he nor I would notice: for if the ‘Schwarzenegger’ character had memories of my life (perhaps the very memories of a tormented childhood that I want to get away from) then the switch would be less than that expressed in my wish.  

Questions:

(i) Is it true that this wish is one that, if it were fulfilled, nobody would ever know?

(ii) If nobody would notice if the switch happened, do I have to acknowledge that perhaps it already has: perhaps I am Arnold Schwarzenegger?

(iii) Does this show that there is something confused in the wish that I were someone else?

(iv) Do these considerations reveal anything about the ‘conditions for personal identity’: do they lend support to one or other of the various different views of what is crucial to being the same person over time?

