INTRODUCTION TO THE COLLECTION
Andrea Sauchelli

This volume is divided into two parts: the first introduces Derek Parfit's Reasons
and Persons (henceforth 'R&P'), whereas the second includes chapters that critically discuss recurring ideas in R&P. The chapters in this collection were written by
different authors, and their styles and approaches slightly differ from each other. As
tlie editor of this volume, I decided against imposing any strict requirements on
its contributors, with the exception of reminding the contributors to the first part
that their chapters are supposed to help the readers better understand the content
of Parfit's book. Some of these writers adopted a more critical style, whereas others
chose a more illustrative and exegetical approach. I think that they have all achieved
the aim of introducing Parfit's book dearly, albeit in different ways. The chapters in
the second part were commissioned with the intent of collecting works in various
fields of philosophy that further elaborate on some ofR&P's principal themes and
ideas.As will emerge from this brief introduction, the variety of the areas of research
discussed in R&P is remarkable.
Parfit's book has become a contemporary classic, widely read both by
philosophers and scholars in 7cther fields (e.g. psychology and even economics).
Parfit made several changes to the first edition of R&P published in 1984-the
introduction to the 1987 edition contains a brief summary of these alterations. 1 In
its 1987 version, R&P comprises four parts and ten appendices. Regarding its content, R&P elaborates on several works that Parfit published from the early 1970s
to the beginning of the 1980s. In fact, entire chapters are based on earlier material,
albeit modified in light of the criticisms and suggestions Parfit received from an
astonishing number of other influential philosophers (the long list includes the likes
ofAmartya Sen, Shelley Kagan, Larry Temkin, Bernard Williams and John Broome).
Among the authors whose published works have more conspicuously influenced
R&P, whether directly or indirectly, we may list: Henry Sidgwick, Thomas Nagel,
David Wiggins and Bernard Williams. The success and enduring popularity of R&P
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After having discussed in Part One some arguments that do not seem to direct!
refute S, in Part Two (Rationality and Time), Parfit proposes other arguments that a~
supposed to be sufficient to reject it. This section of R&P does not question our
non-reductionist intuitions about our nature and continuity over time (more on
non-reductionism later) and attempts to prove that S should be rejected for reasons
that are compatible with different theories of personal identity.As outlined by Brian
Hedden in his contribution, in this part ofR&P Parfit offers three main arguments
against S. In particular, Parfit suggests that it may be rational not to care most about
one's own well-being and to care at least as much for other things, the pursuit of
which we may believe is not conducive to the best possible outcome for ourselves.
Examples of desires for these things include the desire to sacrifice oneself (or, at
least, not to maximise our well-being) for moral reasons or desires for achievements
(or, better, for some achievements in certain circurnstances) .The latter are specified
in a vaguely Nietzschean fashion because Parfit includes among them the desire to
produce a great work of art despite regarding the fulfilment of such a desire as not
leading to what is best for oneself (within reasonable limits) . Parfit's point is that
these · desires may be no less rational than the desire for what the relevant agent
deems best for herself.The second line of reasoning against S is focused on one ofits
alleged faulty structural features, namely, the fact that such a theory is agent-relative
(in specifying the aim that is rational for an agent to pursue, the theory makes essential reference to the agent herself) but time-neutral (in considering what is best for
an agent, said agent should count the well-being of each temporal part of her life
equally).Against this general structure, Parfit suggests that there are reasons t~ pref~r
a theory that is either fully neutral or fully relative. The thi~ argument _against S IS
based on the idea that it may not be irrational to be time-biased-for instance, to
care more about some future parts of our lives rather than those_parts in th~ past.As
for the rest of R&P, the subtle thought experiments and ingemous reasomng used
· h ave b ee n highly influential and have helped to shape the
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t1 an.d Q's recollection of it at tz, Q's acting at out of P's intention at t 1 , and so
on. Crucially, given the nature of the relevant grounding relations, personal identity may be a matter of degree (this view contrasts with the theory that personal
identity depends on a non-physical and non-psychological entity that is always
determinate [e.g. a Cartesian Ego]). Due to the fact that personal identity includes
a non-branching condition-roughly speaking, the relevant psychological relations
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Future Generations, the fourth part of R&P, begins with the claim that it is of
utmost importance th~t a moral t~eory should address how we ought to behave
towards futu~e genei:aoo~s. In partJ.cular, an acceptable unified moral theory {perhaps of the kind outlined m Part One) should solve a series of puzzles and problems
addressing, among other things, harm and beneficence towards future people. Some
of these problems partly derive from the fact that our present choices affect not only
the number and quality of life of future people but also their identity. For instance,
the famous non-identity problem stems from an attempt to reconcile apparently plausible principles, some of which involve the existence of future people. In particular,
some philosophers claim that an act can be wrong only if it makes things worse for
some existing or future people (bad must be bad for someone), and that an act is not
bad for someone if the act brings about the existence of such a person, provided
that the life of this person is at least worth living (or, at least, existence-conferring
acts, acts unavoidable for the existence of an individual, do not make the existence
they bring about worse) . Now, Parfit puts forward some cases involving actions that
we would intuitively judge to be wrong but that are simultaneously unavoidable
for generating lives that are at least worth living. For example, take the case of a
14-year-old girl who decides to have a child and whose socioeconomic situation
clearly suggests that she is unable to provide her child with a good start in life. Had
she waited for several more years, she would have been able to give a better start in
life to the other child she would have had. The life of the child she gives birth to is
worth living but significantly worse than the life she could have given to the other
child she would have had if she had waited several more years. Many people agree
that the girl should have waited but can we say that, by not waiting, she has thereby
harmed her actual child? How can we explain our initial intuition that the girl
should have waited? According to Parfit, a satisfying moral theory should solve this
problem and meet other requirements. These requirements include: (1) Avoiding
the Repugnant conclusion-roughly speaking, the conclusion that it is better to have
a large population of people whose lives are barely worth living than a population
of significantly fewer people but with a much higher quality of life; (2) Avoiding
the Absurd conclusion--consider two scenarios: in the first, there is a huge population at t 1 with a quality of life higher than our planet now in which one person in
10 billion has a life of uncompensated suffering, whereas in the second scenario,
there is a collection of populations of 10 billion each (as before, one person in 10
billion has a miserable life) that do not interact with each other (e.g. each group of
10 billion of these people lives at times after t 1). If we impose a local limit on the
value of positive quantity but not on negative quantity (for example, if we believe
that there is a limit to the positive value that an increase in quantity can have at
a specific time but also think that the disvalue of an increase in uncompensated
suffering has no upper limit), then the first scenario is bad (because the quantity of
suffering is not outweighed by the increase of quantity of positiv~ value), wher~as
the second scenario is good (because the increase of quality outweighs the quantity
of uncompensated suffering). However, this asymmetrical e~uation is abs~rd.Afi:er
a painstaking discussion of these problems and possible solutions, Parfit claims that,
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David Braddon-Mitchell and Kristie Miller's contribution outlines the conceptual terrain of what they call conative accounts of personal identity. These views
have in common the idea that personal identity over time depends on conative
phenomena such as desires, behaviours and conventions. In particular, the authors
distinguish tliese conative views along three dimensions, namely, on the basis of
(1) what role the conations play, (2) what kinds of conations play that role and
(3) whether the conations that play that role are public or private. Braddon-Mitchell
an~ Miller also evaluate such theories by adopting two key desiderata: accommodatmg faultless disagreement d
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Y awed, even if the future self values its existence. Howeve_r, if the agent does not perform the transformative act, she will not
change so radically, so her unchanged future self may indeed be better off than her
tr:ansfo~ed future self. In their chapter, Das and Paul argue that situations of this
kmd rai~e a pro?le°:1 that is structurally similar to the non-identity problem.
In ~s c?ntnbut1on to this collection, Dale Dorsey unravels some important
t~eoret1cal issues related to the Self-interest theory (or prudence). In particular, he
?1scusses a problem associated with the idea that, although the Self-interest theory
1s not the whole story about practical rationality, many philosophers find it entirely
plausible to hold that prudence is the best theory of rationality when it comes to
normative self-concern, the idea being that, when our decision concerns only us, we
have the strongest reason to promote our welfare to the greatest extent. However,
prudence can seem alienating, especially in cases in which we are called upon to
abandon deeply valued projects for the sake of projects we may have already taken
on (or have yet to take on)-and yet, prudence seems precisely correct in cases of
other, less significant welfare goods. Dorsey argues that this puzzle can be solved by
holding that self-concern is not prudential. In particular, he claims that self-concern
is not (or need not be) welfarist in nature.
Carol Rovane focuses her attention on Christine Korsgaard's early critical
response to Parfit's Reasons and Persons, in which Korsgaard pointed out that Parfit's
reductionist account of personal identity did not take due account of the fact that
persons are agents. In her contribution, Rovane offers a reductionist account of
personal agency that takes this into account. In particular, Rovane's reductionism
holds that the existence of a person consists in nothing but a certain sort of intentional activity that stands in the right sorts of relations. The account also claims that
persons are self-constituting in much the way that Korsgaard suggests. Rovane's
form of reductionism, however, does not support Korsgaard's Kantian ambition to
derive and ground an unconditional imperative of morality. Nor does it support
the Kantian conception of the person of an end in itself, for it entails that persons, qua agents, exist for the sake of the ends that their existence makes it possible
to pursue--the ends for the sake of which they constitute themselves. Rovane's
account agrees with Parfit's claim that we must revise our common_-se~se notions
about the moral significance of the individual person.Yet it ~oes_ n~t mVIte the consequentialist orientation that Parfit thought his own reducnon mv1~ed.
.
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Velleman advances from the perspective of his imaginability-based account of what
matters and personal identity.

Parfit, D. 1973. Later Selves and Moral Principles. In A. Montefiore, ed., Philosophy and
Personal Relations, 137-169. Routledge.
Parfit, D. 1976a. Lewis, Perry, and What Matters. In A. Rorty, ed., The Identities of Persons,
91-107. University of California Press.

Notes
1 In particular, Parfit (1984/87: x).
.
.
2 Even a lengthier summary of the book would be inadequate for c~pturmg ~e richness of
R&P.The brief introduction in the main text will sidestep many important ISSues and be
imprecise in certain important aspects.
3 Parfit discusses in Appendix I, thoroughly analysed in Chris Heathwood's contribution,

various different theories of well-being or welfare.
4 See Parfit (1999).
5 A more precise formulation of relation R is given in a later essay, that is, Parfit (2007).
6 With the exception of the short introduction Velleman's chapter, the descriptions of
the chapters m Part II m the mam text are abndged versions of the abstracts sent b the
authors.
y
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