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Abstract

This paper has the following logical
structure. First, | am trying to demon-
strate how various theories of identity
relate to the universal fact of time prefer-
ence. Second, I will argue for the validity
and superiority of psychological theory
of identity to other theories and it will be
shown that the psychological theory of
identity can in principle explain the oth-
erwise inexplicable brute universal fact
of time preference. Third, after Nozick,
the methodology is presented, in which
it is claimed that when there are two
distinct realms, the framework of one
can serve as the explicans for the other.
Thus, there is no danger of any logical
fallacies, the most haunting one being
vicious circle and even if the more fun-
damental realm is not the factually true
explanation of the realm being in need of
explanation it can greatly illuminate the
latter. Finally, some implications of psy-
chological theory of identity for the idea
of time preference will be elucidated.

How does theory of identity correlate
with time preference?

For the reasons that will become clear
later, the only theory on which the uni-
versal fact of time preference could be
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grounded is some reductionistic psycho-
logical theory of identity. What should be
dismissed and what cannot account for
time preference is any substance theory
of identity. After all, time preference is all
about discount rate and if any substance
theory of identity is true, the fact of time
preference would be totally inexplicable.
But what exactly is time preference? Time
preference basically means that for any
given economic good, people universally
prefer to get it sooner rather than later.
The word of caution is due at this point.
We need to conceive of an economic good
rather carefully. The same good can de-
note different physical objects used to
attain the same goal. And conversely:
the same physical objects can consti-
tute different economic goods for the
simple reason that they can satisfy dif-
ferent needs.! For example, sunglasses
at noon make a different economic good
from sunglasses in the evening despite
their identical physical make-up. The
reason should be all too clear by now.
Sunglasses at noon serve to prevent our
eyes from being blinded by sunlight and
in the evening we can wear them to look

1 On the idea of economic goods see: Mur-
ray Rothbard Man, Economy and State, Ludwig von
Mises Institute, 2011, p.410-416
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neat at some fancy dress festival. We can
value the fulfillment of those two needs
differentially; so, sunglasses make two
distinct economic goods depending on
the time of the day. Consequently, and
that is the crucial point, if we could ob-
tain the sunglasses only on one occasion
(for example we rent them and we are
charged according to some hourly rate)
we might prefer to have them in the even-
ing- so later rather than in the morning.
In conclusion, time preference operates
only when it comes to the same eco-
nomic goods. In other words, for a given
need people universally prefer to satisfy
it sooner rather than later.

If we want to somehow correlate
a theory of identity with the fact of time
preference, we can easily observe that
any purely substance theory of identity
wouldn’t do. Such a theory can at best
provide the purely formal condition for
universal time preference, that is be-
tween A at tl (giving a loan) and A at
t2 getting it back with the interest rate,
there must be the relation of identity; or,
to put it more mildly there should be at
least the belief at t1 that the recipient of
the loan with the interest rate will be the
same person. It is inconceivable for an
individual A to lend some money and be-
lieve that it will be somebody else who will
cash in the interest. So, it looks as if — to
explain the universal fact of time pref-
erence — we are still limited by the idea
(or a belief) of identity, that is, however
distant the psychological relation is, an
individual at an earlier time must believe
that at t2 there still will the same per-
son (numerically). Yet, more importantly,
there is another condition which, when
complemented with the previous condi-
tion, constitute the sufficient condition
for time preference to occur. That condi-
tion is Parfitian Relation R , which con-
stitutes what matters alone in survival.
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Relation-R is reducible to psychological
connectedness, which Parfit (somehow
arbitrarily) defines as some critical num-
ber of strong psychological connections,
and to psychological continuity.? And ob-
viously, psychological connectedness is
what matters most to our problem of uni-
versal preference, and luckily this is at
the same time what Parfit hails as “what
is the most important both in theory and
practice™. Psychological connectedness
varies to some degrees limited by the loss
of identity and so does time preference.
Low time preference cannot be extended
ad infinitum. One cannot plausibly lend
some money and agree to be repaid the
loan after 200 years as there is simply
no chance that there would still be him
in 200 years. Let’s illustrate some of the
above points. Let’s take a given individ-
ual or, speaking more precisely, a given
body A at time t1. * If our theory of iden-
tity predicts that, say, from t1 to t2 body
A is inhabited by the same person but
at any times later than t2 it’s definitely
somebody else because, for example, the
brain of that body was deprogrammed,
then such a theory would have only mar-
ginal explanatory power. It would suc-

2 D. Parfit, Reasons and Persons, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Oxford 1986, p. 206. Psychological
connections hold between A at t1 and A at t2 when
A at t2 has a memory of the experience he or she
had at t1 and according to Parfit there is strong
psychological connection between A and Al at two
distinct times when there is at least 50% of psycho-
logical connections present in ordinary day-by-day
survival. On the other hand, psychological conti-
nuity additionally assumes that there is an over-
lapping chain of strong psychological connections.

3 D.Parfit, Reasons... p. 206

4 I assume that we do have at our disposal
a criterion to predicate whether a given body is or is
not the same over time. The criterion can be spatio-
temporal continuity. That is if we can make sense
of an individual body and we can trace it continual-
ly along spatio-temporal trajectory, we can be sure
it is the same body. To put it differently, a body
doesn’t make leaps either in space or time.



Dialogi Polityczne/Political Dialogues

ceed in explaining the infinite interest
rate in the case of Al lending money to
B1 at t1 and supposed to get the money
back (plus interest rate) at t3, which is
later than t2, when A ceases to exist.
Yet, such a theory would fail to explain
any time preference within the spectrum
<t1,t2).°> For example, if I lend 100$ to
the person B at t1 and I am supposed
to be returned the loan at t2 when the
recipient at t2 is equally® me (after all we
are now considering the non-reduction-
istic theories of identity), such a theory
cannot reflect the preference of the pre-
sent over the future and thus fails to ac-
count for time preference. Yet, obviously
we cannot simply assume the reduction-
istic psychological theory of identity is
true and thus provides the necessary
foundation for time preference. That
would be a major methodological flaw.
The point is to show that psychological
theory of identity stands on its own and
to show that if this theory of identity is
true (or the most reliably accounting for
our intuitions about our survival), the
universal fact of time preference logically
follows.

S It seems to be the only reasonable solution.
If I lend 100$ at t1 until t3 when I know that I am
going to be deprogrammed and so there is no me
at t3 (the psychological connectedness between
the person at tl and t3 is after all zero). There-
fore, I would logically charge infinitely much as the
recipient of the money I lent wouldn’t be me but
somebody else. Practically speaking, there would
be no loan in the first place.

6 Of course, identity is an either-or relation;
yet, if the relation is irreducible, no questions of
psychological connectedness, which is after all
gradable, can arise. After all, it is only within psy-
chological account that one is able to explain the
fact that even though A and Al and A2 etc. are
the same individuals over time, A would somehow
identify less with the individuals more distant in
time.

Arguing for the psychological theory

We can first endorse the psychologi-
cal theory of identity negatively, that is
by eliminating other theories. Let’s first
deal with the soul theory of identity. It
can be easily noticed that this theory
exemplifies substance theories. It basi-
cally claims that a given person is the
same person over time when he or she
preserves the same soul. There are some
major philosophical problems that this
solution runs into. First and foremost, it
should be borne in mind that soul can
be (and indeed usually is) conceived of
as the featureless entity, regardless of
whether it is considered “the vitality
that distinguishes human beings (...) an
ethereal but nonetheless physical entity”
or an apparently “spiritual substance
which is the subject of his mental states
and the bearer of his personal identity”.”
. To put it more precisely, soul cannot
be detected by any empirical means, and
more crucially, that soul or this cannot
make any introspective difference. Now,
let’s imagine two persons: Greg and Erik.
Ex hypothesi, neither is a zombie; they
are both gracefully endowed with souls.
Let’s suppose Greg has the soul X and
Erik has the soul Y. One day their souls
swap places: soul X (until today inhabit-
ing Greg’s body) breathes life into Erik’s
body and soul Y breathes life into Greg.?
What has really happened on that day?

7 A.Quinton (1972) The Soulin J. Perry Person-
al Identity, University of California Press, Berkeley
p. 53-72

8 On the original considerations about the
irrelevance of the soul for persona identity see:
A. Quinton (1972) The Soul in J. Perry Personal
Identity, University of California Press, Berkeley
p. 53-72. The reader is invited to bear with me
and suspend the disbelief that souls can somehow
travel- especially when they are supposed to be
featureless blobs. Still, of course, the objection is
valid whether an idea of movement can apply to
immaterial objects.
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Psychologically or empirically speaking,
nothing. Neither Greg (as distinguished
by the bodily criterion), nor Erik can
spot any difference. On that day, they
still remember their life before the soul
travel. Not only there is no difference
detected by them but also their respec-
tive friends cannot notice any change.
Greg and Erik (still as distinguished by
the bodily criterion) seem to display their
usual behaviour and they have their re-
spective memories intact. This thought
experiment clearly shows that such an
idea of a soul is simply empty. If soul-
swap cannot make difference to its host,
we should get rid of the idea of soul as
a sole criterion of personal identity.

The second objection to soul is the
following.® Soul is a non-reducible sub-
stance and thus cannot be reduced to
any psychological relations. Positively
speaking, the soul can be considered
a sort of subject or an immaterial enti-
ty being then necessary foundation for
mental experience or spiritual élan vi-
tal breathing life into the physical body.
Then, the argument against is that it is
hard to imagine that the idea of numeri-
cal identity can apply to ideal objects. Of
course souls must be somehow numeri-
cally distinguished if they are to account
for the separateness of persons on their
own. But if souls breathe life into limbs,
we can imagine there is a possibility that
souls are qualitatively identical (let’s re-
fer to the case of twinning, where the
identical twin appears after the ensoul-

9 It is irrelevant whether we conceive of soul
as €élan vital or as Cartesian ego. The following cri-
tique applies with the same force to either of these
concepts. The point is that any purely ideal objects
which are qualitatively identical cannot be thought
of as numerically distinct for the reasons that are
explained in the text. On the various concepts of
soul see: Anthony Quinton (1972) The Soul in John
Perry Personal Identity, University of California
Press, Berkeley p. 53-72.
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ment of the zygote). We can assume then
that the moving spiritual force is the
same in case of those two twins. So then,
to account now for the separateness of
those two twins, we need to postulate
that their souls are numerically distinct.
But how can the same ideal object(s) be
numerically different? Such ideal objects
as souls or angels by definition cannot
have any material manifestations. The
analogy can come in handy. When, for
example, there are two Windows 10 us-
ers, A and B. They can rightly claim them
that they have two different Windows 10
insofar as they are installed into two dif-
ferent pieces of hardware. It’s like having
the same idea recorded on two different
media. But in the case of soul there is no
physical media by definition. Then, this
idea of soul as the criterion of identity
fails. Obviously, it does not imply that
souls do not exist at all.

Incidentally, the same objection
cannot be raised against Parfitian theo-
ry of identity. Quinton (who calls it an
empirical soul theory) rightly observes
that a psychological theory correctly ac-
counts for the separateness of persons
for even if two identical twins are born
and they travel the world hand in hand,
they still see the world from different an-
gles. Moreover, he notes that they can-
not occupy the same place at the same
time!® So, the series of mental events
or the chain of overlapping memories is
unique even in the case of practically in-
separable identical twins.

The second type of theory is the Em-
bodied Mind Account by McMahan.!
Here my method will be not to argue di-
rectly against it but to demonstrate the
relative advantages of Parfitian theory

10 A. Quinton (1972) The Soul ... p. 58-61.
11 J. McMahan The Ethics of Killing, Oxford
University Press, 2012, p.66-88.
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over McMahanian one. First, Embodied
Mind Account implies that when a given
person collapses into Alzheimer, the re-
lation of identity between P1 (a pre-Alz-
heimer person) and the present patient
P2 (with advanced Alzheimer) still holds
because there is still the same brain
whose functionality is still preserved.!?
Yet, there are no strong psychological
connections between P2 and P1. There
is, let’s suppose, not a single experience
(or a belief, desire for that matter) that
P2 remembers that P1 had at t1. So, for
McMahan, P2 and P1 are the same per-
son merely because there is the same
functional brain. Furthermore, McMa-
han explicitly states that a person would
survive being deprogrammed if there is
some part of the original brain preserved
still having the disposition to give rise
to consciousness.!® In passing, we can
notice that such a theory would fail to
explain the universal fact of time pref-
erence. The horizon of low time prefer-
ence cannot exceed the boundaries of
our psychological connections. In other
words, A at t1 would not go for any finan-
cial transaction if deprogrammed A at t2
(in McMahan’s sense of identity) would
not have a single trace of memory of the
event at t1. Still, that cannot undermine
McMahan’s theory because it would be
like putting the cart before the horse.
What can be safely said is that Parfitian
theory is simpler and more elegant be-
ing devoid of the insistence on the same
brain. Furthermore, it accounts for our
intuitions about survival, I believe, bet-
ter than McMahan'’s. It is hardly believ-

12 J. McMahan The Ethics... p.66-67.

13 J. McMahan The Ethics... p.68. This posi-
tion is still different from the belief that we are our
bodies. Of course, the latter position can be easily
debunked by saying that after all we are not our
corpses, so the identification of persons with bod-
ies fails.

able that the very same brain, even if all
the psychological connections are lost,
with its ability to give rise to conscious-
ness is something that we can egoisti-
cally care about.

Now, it’s high time to deal with
Parfit’s account of identity but it takes
some conceptual preparation first. Parfit
explicitly states that identity is a non-
gradable relation. Parfit complements
it with adding that survival is gradable
(above some threshold, which shall be
explained later) and what matters is sur-
vival. Parfit defines identity as a conjunc-
tion of one-to-one relation and psycho-
logical continuity and/or psychological
connectedness (Relation R). Therefore,
practically speaking, abstracting from
some fancy thought experiments, Rela-
tion R in the real world guarantees iden-
tity simply because in the real world per-
sons are not replicated yet and Division
is still just a thought experiment.!* Then,
if the relation is 1-to-1 (and it always is
in the real world) then what matters is
identity. So, however much Parfit con-
centrated on what matters and discard-
ed identity as irrelevant, we can identify
what matters (that is survival) with iden-
tity in our actual world.

Now, to the point. The relative ad-
vantage of Parfitian theory over any
Physical Accounts '° is exemplified in the
following imaginary scenario. I believe
it counts much in favour of psychologi-
cal accounts and it shows that it is not
the same brain but rather psychological
continuity that matters. Suppose, you've

14 D. Parfit Reasons...p. 200-302. Division is
a thought experiment in which the author imag-
ines the scenario when the two symmetrical hemi-
spheres of the original persons are respectively
grafted into his two identical siblings.

15 Among others, J. McMahan and T. Nagel
with their insistence on some critical level of the
sameness of the brain stand out as probably the
most representative.
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had the totally exhaustive time at work
the other day and you come home be-
ing on your last legs about to fall asleep.
When you already sleep tight, you room-
mate, who happens to be a neurosur-
geon surreptitiously apply anesthetics to
you and perform a surgery on you. He re-
moves your biological brain and substi-
tutes the silicon brain for it. The silicon
brain has the same structural properties
as your biological brain. If functional-
ism is true, you should wake up being
psychologically continuous with the in-
dividual (P1) who was on his last legs
after work the day before.!® So, in other
words, you cannot notice any difference.
The relation between P2 (the individual
after the surgery) and P1 is absolutely
the same as in normal (bodily continu-
ity) survival. Would you conclude upon
learning that now you have the silicon
brain that the surgeon has commit-
ted a murder and the original person is
dead? Would you mind as P1 the opera-
tion in the first place if you were prom-
ised that R-Relation is going to hold and
only hardware (that is the brain) will be
replaced? Of course not. I think it shows
that what matters alone (especially when
the relation is 1-to-1) is psychological
continuity.

Nozick’s explanatory framework

In his book Anarchy State and Utopial!”,
Nozick presents the possible ways of
how two different realms can relate to
each other explanatorily. Though Noz-
icks considers explaining the political

16 D. Dennett, Consciousness Explained,
Back Bay Books, 1992. Functionalism has it that
the substance of the brain is irrelevant for the
mental life, so we could in principle, implement the
same mental life in different matter providing that
its architecture/structural properties are identical.

17 R. Nozick, Anarchy State and Utopia,
Blackwell Publishing, Oxford 2014, p.6-8.

128

in terms of non-political, we can apply
his analyses to any apparently distinct
realms and keep in mind, while quot-
ing him, that our realms is the theory of
identity and economics and especially
time preference. So, Nozick presents the
following schema: “The possible ways of
understanding the political realm are as
follows: 1)to fully explain it in terms of
the nonpolitical; 2) to view it as emerg-
ing from the non-political but irreduc-
ible to it (...) 3) to view it as a complete-
ly autonomous realm. Since only the
first promises full understanding of the
whole political realm, it stands out as
the most desirable theoretical alterna-
tive, to be abandoned only if known to be
impossible”. Then, Nozick distinguishes
three types of defective potential expla-
nations. “(...) a law-defective potential
explanation is a potential explanation
with a false lawlike statement and that
a fact-defective explanation is a poten-
tial explanation with a false anteced-
ent condition” Finally, Nozicks identifies
the process-defective explanation, which
is an explanation which fails when the
causal law it suggests is valid and yet it
is the other antecedent A that is factu-
ally responsible for the consequence C. '8
Let us try to apply Nozck’s schema to our
problem of explaining time preference in
terms of the psychological theory of iden-
tity. What can be easily noticed is that
our explanation of time preference can
be process-defective, that is it may be ge-
netic dispositions and environmentally
acquired habits and beliefs that time
preference could be fully reducible to.
Still, if on the other hand, the said fac-
tors did not play a role when contribut-
ing to time preference, the psychological
theory of identity would provide a very
elegant explanation to the fact that the

18 Robert Nozick, Anarchy...p.7-8
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more distant future we consider the less
preferred the same economic good is.
Let us take a closer look at the merits
of our tentative explanation. First, the
psychological theory of identity with its
emphasis on the gradable nature of di-
rect psychological connections kind of
reflect the gradable nature of time pref-
erence. These two realms are at least
structurally similar and they are at least
partially positively correlated. That is the
weaker the psychological connection is,
the weaker the preference for the future
(and the higher the preference for the
present) that is the higher the interest
rate charged by the loan-giver. Further-
more, the psychological theory of identity
seems more fundamental than the fact of
time preference; thus, the universal fact
of time preference can be at least plausi-
bly thought of as derived from the facts
about our identity (or of what matters
for our survival). Moreover, the psycho-
logical theory of identity is, trivially, psy-
chological by nature and it may serve as
the explanation of the psychological fact
of time preference. So, it is conceivable
that these two realms, though distinct,
are not poles apart after all and what it
may take to connect them is some bridge
law. Finally, what is advantageous about
explaining one realm in terms of another
is the fact that in such cases, the logi-
cal fallacy of vicious circle is ruled out.
The terms within the realm of identity
are by definition distinct from the con-
cepts from the realm of economics (and
a fortiori time preference), so there can-
not be the case that what is to explained
is assumed in the explicans. In conclu-
sion, although it may be the case that
there were other factors factually giving
rise to the universal fact of time prefer-
ence, the facts about our identity (as
postulated by the psychological theory of
identity) might have equally well done so.

That observation means that psychologi-
cal theory of identity, however plausibly
false, sheds some light on the problem of
time preference.

What does the psychological theory
of identity imply for time preference?

In this section, I will try to examine what
specifically follows from the assump-
tion of the psychological theory of iden-
tity for the idea of time preference. First,
a slight concession should be made. It
is not case that our psychological theory
of identity exhaustively does justice to
the idea of time preference. That theory
of identity can only account for the uni-
versal fact of time preference but it alone
is unable to account for individual time
preference scales. The factors contrib-
uting to individual time preferences are
many and they may include: tempera-
ment, patience/impatience, the cur-
rent financial status (it is easier to be
a capitalist, that is the one who resigns
from current consumption and instead
invests to get the interest later, when
one has already accumulated quite con-
siderable wealth) etc. Yet, psychological
theory of identity (or more precisely a be-
lief that what matters for our survival
are psychological connections, which
are gradable) is enormously important
and it does explain the universal fact of
time preference. What is more, the belief
that psychological connection matter is
a contributing factor to individual time
preferences. Let’s imagine two scenarios
with the same person P. It is the same
person because, ceteris paribus, what
changes is the person’s belief about the
strength of the psychological connection
between P and P1 at tl in the first sce-
nario and between P and P1 at t1 in the
second scenario. Let’s say that the per-
son persists in both scenarios because
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the Relation R still holds (the psychologi-
cal continuity condition is not violated)
and that is the very same person across
those two considered worlds. In the first
scenario, P suffers a premonition that he
can contract a neurologically debilitating
disease, which would gradually deprive
him of his memories as time goes by. In
the second, no such premonition is felt
and the person happily believes that he
is going to have a strong psychological
connection between P at t and P1 at t1.
How would those two beliefs about psy-
chological connectedness correspond
to respective time preferences? Every-
thing else equal, P in the former scenario
would have much higher time preference
than in the latter. It is merely because
the degree of his psychological identifica-
tion with himself in the future is much
weaker in the first case than in the sec-
ond one. Practically speaking, if P lends
100$ in the first scenario, he is going to
charge much higher interest rates than
in the other and when ceteris paribus
condition is met it is explained by the
differential psychological identification
with oneself in the future alone. In con-
clusion, psychological theory of identity
accounts for the universal fact of time
preference as well as it is a contributing
factor co-determining the individual time
preference scales.

Second of all, although, as men-
tioned, psychological theory of identity
alone cannot provide the explanation
for individual time preference scales, it
can correctly explain the limits of time
preference. Any loan given by A to B
at t1 wouldn’t be given for such a long
time (terminating at t2), when if at t2
A wouldn’t remember the very act of giv-
ing a loan to B. For A to give B a loan at
tl, A should at least believe that he will
remember the transaction at t1. It is the
belief that there will be the psychological
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connection between A and Al that is suf-
ficient for the very transaction to occur.
Of course, it does not explain the specific
interest rate charged by A for it is a mul-
tivariable function. If, say, it is soul that
matters for survival, A would be prone to
have infinitely low time preference- espe-
cially being rich already.

Conclusions

It appears that our agenda was of the log-
ical modus ponens form. If a reductionis-
tic psychological theory of identity is true,
the universal time preference follows. If
we can plausibly argue for the psycholog-
ical account of identity, then time prefer-
ence is true or plausible (depending on
the validity of the psychological theory of
identity). In other words, the universal
fact of time preference is explicable only
to that extent to which the psychological
theory of identity is valid. Finally, if the
psychological theory of identity is true, it
can at least explain the formal properties
of time preference, such as its limitations
and its universality.
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