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Bifurcating Keys for Personal Identity and Nature of Mind

These bifurcating keys are offered as a way to stimulate thought about your own views on
these two philosophical topics. There is no right or wrong way to answer the questions. Also,
the end results are far from being the only possible views – they are just some of the views
held by philosophers we have been reading. Feel free to create hybrid views, or completely
original views.
(From Mr. Irons’ Philosophy Workshop Chatbot)
Personal Identity
Do you believe that you are identical to the
human animal now sitting in your chair?

Yes
No
If you suffered a severe brain injury which
left you in a vegetative state--eyes open but
unresponsive--do you think that human
vegetable would be numerically identical to
the person you are now?

Yes
Perhaps you would like this criterion
for personal identity: Person B now is
numerically identical to person A at
an earlier time if and only if B is the
same living human animal as A.

Some people claim they can imagine their
sensations existing independently of a body.
Do you think this shows that your mind is not
identical to your body?

Yes

No
Maybe this criterion for personal identity
would appeal to you: Person B now is
numerically identical to person A at an
earlier time if and only if B is the same
living human animal as A, and that human
animal, at both times, has a brain
sufficiently developed to have a firstperson perspective on the world.

Perhaps you would like this criterion
for personal identity: Person B now is
numerically identical to person A at
an earlier time if and only if persons A
and B are part of the same nonbranching, overlapping stream of
memories, desires, intentions, and
other psychological characteristics.

No

You might like this criterion of
personal identity: Person B now is
numerically identical to person A at
an earlier time if and only if person B
now is the same thinking substance as
person A earlier.

Yes

Would you travel by teleportation if it
destroyed your current body, but created an
exact duplicate at your destination?

No
Maybe this criterion for personal identity
would appeal to you: Person B now is
numerically identical to person A at an earlier
time if and only if person B is the only person
now who shares enough of person A's brain
to be capable of a first-person perspective on
the world.

Nature of Mind

Do you think that some mental states (like pains) are
internal, subjective experiences -- not identical to any
dispositions to behave, or physical processes?

Yes
No
You might be a dualist. Modern dualists say
that, while the mind may need a body to
exist, at least some mental states (especially
sensations) exist in addition to, and are not
identical to, physical states.

Do you think mental states and processes will
one day be reduced to brain states and
processes?

Yes

No

Maybe you are a materialist. Materialists say
that, as neurophysiology advances, mental
states and processes will turn out to be
identical to brain states and processes. They
believe it would be very odd if minds were
the only things in the universe that could not
be explained by the physical sciences.

Yes
You may like the strong AI (Artificial
Intelligence) thesis. The Strong AI thesis says
the mind is a set of rules (like a computer
program) which the brain follows. A
computer program which can, through
conversation, convince people that it is
human should qualify as a thinking thing.

Do you think that the mind is like a computer
program?

No

Yes

Should we focus on observable behavior, and
ignore internal states, in giving an account of
mental states and processes?

No
Maybe you are a logical behaviorist. Logical
behaviorists say that mental states are
identical to dispositions to behave in certain
ways.

You might be a functionalist. Functionalists
say that minds may be realized in many
different material forms, including machines.
The functionalist also says that internal states
of the mind play important roles, in addition
to dispositions to behave.

1. What is your criterion of personal identity?

2. Justify your criterion for personal identity. Compare it to other criteria (in the bifurcating
key), and explain why your criterion is better.

3. What is your theory about the nature of mind?

4. Justify your theory of the nature of mind. Compare it to other theories (in the
bifurcating key), and explain why theory is superior.

