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Final Study Guide: Personal Identity 

 

Context:  

The Final Exam is next week. This study guide is meant to be used as a tool to help you as you prepare. 

Note: every question that will be on the final can be found in this study guide. This does not mean that 

every question in this study guide will be found in the final. For each different question type (short, 

medium, and long answer) you will have a choice of several questions to respond to.  

 

Questions: 

 

Short Answer: 

 

In 1-2 sentences please define the following terms or phrases and state their philosophical significance 

 

Qualitative Identity   Body Theory   Plutarch 

John Locke    Numerical Identity  Brain Theory  

Experience Memory   Branch-Line Case  Theseus' Ship 

Relation R    Memory Theory  Simple Teleportation 

Psychological Continuity  Forensic Term   Psychological Connectedness 

empty question   Sleeping Pill   Prince and Cobbler 

quasi-memory    reductionist theory  personal identity 

 

Medium Answer: 

 

In a short paragraph (5-7 sentences) address the following questions 

 

1. Dennett proposes a thought experiment wherein his brain is removed from his body. Describe 

this thought experiment, including the four distinct changes that happen to Dennett, and then 

explain what Dennett thinks this thought experiment is meant to show us about the relationship 

between ourselves, our body and our brain.  

 

2. Parfit describes the effects of a real life sleeping pill in his chapter “What Does Matter.” What 

are the effects of this sleeping pill? What does Parfit think the sleeping pill is a real life example 

of? Do we survive taking the sleeping pill according to Parfit (this may be a tricky question)?  

 

3. Locke proposes a thought experiment involving the “souls” of a prince and a cobbler. What is 

this thought experiment and what does Locke think it shows us about what matters for our 

personal identity? Make sure not only to describe the experiment but to explain Locke's 

reasoning. 

 

4. Explain a memory theory of personal identity and then explain two of the major arguments 

against these theories. Make sure to explain how the criticisms are supposed to work.  

 

5. What is the paradox of the ship of Theseus and what can it teach us about the difference 

between qualitative and numerical identity? What can it teach us about physical theories?  

 



6. Parfit thinks that some questions about personal identity will be empty. If reductionist theories 

are true and we interpret them using a wide scope, then there will sometimes be no fact of the 

matter about whether we are about to die. Explain these terms. How is this argument supposed 

to work?  

 

7. Parfit argues that we should accept the wide scope version of psychological theories. To support 

that claim he makes an analogy between connectedness via teleportation and the restoration of 

sight using artificial eyes. How does that argument work? Make sure to explain the analogy.  

 

8. How does Locke note the differences between our understanding of the conditions for the 

numerical identity of things like stones, plants, brutes (animals), and persons? What is the 

difference between sameness of substance, sameness of vegetables and brutes, sameness of 

man/woman, and finally sameness of person? Make sure to explain Locke's reasoning. 

 

Long Answer:  

 

In a well developed essay address one of the following sets of questions, do not neglect to answer all 

parts of each essay (including the parts that ask you for your own input). Remember that you must go 

beyond merely telling me what an author's position is; make sure to include an explanation of the 

argument that each author uses to support his or her claims. Do not assume that I am familiar with any 

of the arguments or terms. 

 

1. In the film Memento, Leonard Shelby is incapable of forming new long term memories. He 

claims to be incapable of remembering new events or information for more than a few minutes. 

In the first part of your essay explain how a believer in the body theory of personal identity 

would understand Leonard's condition and its effects on his survival (draw here from Parfit, 

lecture, or the optional Perry reading). Following this, explain how Locke and Parfit would 

understand Leonard's condition. Explain where Locke and Parfit would agree and where they 

would disagree when it comes to Leonard's memory and survival. Make sure to explain how 

each author argues for their view before saying what they ultimately believe. Would Parfit care 

all that much whether or not Leonard survives? Why? Do you believe that Leonard survived his 

accident? Explain the theory of personal identity that helps you to justify your position. What 

do you think the most powerful criticism is for a view like yours? Make sure to explain this 

criticism. How would you respond to this criticism? Be specific.  

 

2. Parfit argues that the branch line teleportation case is almost as good as ordinary survival. He 

also argues that in the case of simple teleportation it may be an empty question whether or not 

we survive the process. This is because Parfit believes that personal identity is not what 

ultimately matters. First, explain the arguments that lead Parfit to conclude that physical 

theories of personal identity are false. Following this, explain his argument that what we really 

care about is not personal identity but 'relation-R.' Having explained Parfit's theoretical 

commitments apply his theory to the two teleportation cases (brach line and simple) to explain 

why he thinks they are as good as ordinary survival and why it may be an empty question 

whether we are numerically identical with the person that materializes from the teleporter. Do 

you agree with Parfit that personal identity is not what matters but that instead relation-R is 

what we really care about? If so make sure to explain why you agree (cite examples or 

evidence). If you disagree with Parfit make sure to explain what arguments you disagree with 

and why you disagree with them. 


