Being the same person in the absence of bodily continuity

1. Teletransportation 

I enter the Teletransporter. I have been to Mars before, but only by the old method, a space-ship journey taking several weeks. This machine will send me at the speed of light. I merely have to press the green button. Like others, I am nervous. Will it work? I remind myself what I have been told to expect. When I press the button, I shall lose consciousness, and then wake up at what seems a moment later. In fact I shall have been unconscious for about an hour. The Scanner here on Earth will destroy my brain and body, while recording the exact states of all of my cells. It will then transmit this information by radio. Travelling at the speed of light, the message will take three minutes to reach the Replicator on Mars. This will then create, out of new matter, a brain and body exactly like mine. It will be in this body that I shall wake up.

Though I believe that this is what will happen, I still hesitate. But then I remember seeing my wife grin when, at breakfast today, I revealed my nervousness. As she reminded me, she has often been teletransported, and there is nothing wrong with her. I press the button. As predicted I lose and seem at once to regain consciousness, but in a different cubicle. Examining my new body, I find no change at all. Even the cut on my upper lip, from this morning's shave, is still there. 

(Derek Parfit, Reasons and Person, 199-201)

2. Brain swapping

Mary has been in an accident in which all her vital bodily organs, with the exception of her brain, have been irreparably damaged: she will inevitably die within days. Anne, who was in the same accident, received irreversible, catastrophic brain damage, while the remainder of her body was unscathed. Medicine has advanced to a point at which brain transplants are as feasible as heart transplants are now. The doctors (with the consent of all closely involved) decide to operate. Mary’s brain is removed from her skull and placed in Anne’s skull; all the nerves running from the brain to the rest of the body are connected up in the appropriate way. If the operation is a success, it seems clear that Mary is now living in Anne’s (old) body.

3. Brain mapping

Case 1: A and B are both told that they’re going to be plugged into a machine that does what (hypothetical!) brain transplants are supposed to do – transfer all of one’s psychology into someone else’s body – but without actually swapping the brains. (It just ‘reads’ your brain and feeds all the information into someone else’s brain, and vice versa.) So A’s psychology will end up the B-body and B’s psychology will end up in the A-body.

Question: Imagine that you are (pre-operation) A. Suppose the experimenter tells you that after the machine has done the psychology-swap, one of the bodies is going to have severe pain inflicted on it, and that you can choose which body will have this done to it. Which body would you prefer the pain to be inflicted on?

People generally say that they would want the pain to be inflicted on the A-body, and this seems to suggest that they think that they will be the (post-operative) B-body. That is, that A and B will ‘swap bodies’.

(Taken from M. Johnston 1987, ‘Human Beings’, Journal of Philosophy 84, 59-83; adapted from a more detailed presentation in Bernard Williams, ‘The self and the future’, The Philosophical Review, vol. 79, no. 2 (1970); reprinted in John Perry (ed) Personal Identity, in Bernard Williams, Problems of the self; and available on JSTOR
4. Out-of-body experiences

In purported cases of OBEs (NDEs) a person who was unconscious for a period (and perhaps brain dead) reports, on recovering consciousness, that she ‘left her body’ and saw the world from a point outside it; and she is able to give accurate reports of things that could only be seen from a position outside her body. It is concluded that a person is something distinct from the bodily human being. (When I speak of the human being I will be speaking of the being that we encounter when we meet another: the being that is six feet tall, has arms, legs, a face and so on.)

