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Identity Crisis
Christina Starmans

When I was seven years old, my sister and I attended a local fair—the kind with 
carnival barkers and games with giant stuffed animals. Among the sea of plushies, my 
sister and I spotted real prizes—and for such a simple game. All we had to do was toss a 
ping pong ball into a sea of glass jars, and hope it landed inside one. Swimming in each 
jar was the prize we had our eyes on. Much to our delight, we both won, and were each 
handed a small plastic bag containing a cup or so of water and a bright orange goldfish.

We brought our new pets home, ignored the looks exchanged between our parents, 
and deposited them together into a fishbowl. Each day, I’d make sure to feed the fish, 
always hoping to direct the food a little more toward my own goldfish, who I’d named 
Sharky. Which of the two goldfish was actually Sharky was impossible to say, since they 
were identical. But I was sure that I owned a particular one of these goldfish and was 
determined to take good care of him.

Alas, after a few days had passed, I went downstairs one morning, and discovered 
a goldfish floating on the surface of the bowl. Even at seven, I knew what this meant, 
and I ran back up to my parents and sister, and broke the news: “Amy’s goldfish died!”

*  *  *

We’ll never know whose goldfish really died. But the story illustrates the relationship 
between, and the different consequences of, being identical in a qualitative sense versus 
being identical in a numerical sense.

Qualitative identity is a form of similarity. To say that two apples are identical is 
to say that they share the same properties (except for location); you cannot tell them 
apart. This is the sense in which identical twins are identical, and the sense in which 
the Starmans sisters had identical goldfish.

Numerical identity is persistence over time. This is the sense in which the fish from 
the fair were the very same fish that were later in my house. It is the sense that one of 
the fish and not the other was Sharky, even though perhaps only God himself could 
tell the difference.

Importantly, numerical identity does not require qualitative identity. The clearest 
examples of this are with people. Throughout your lifetime, you will survive a great 
many such changes. You will morph from a seven-pound infant, less than two feet 
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long, to a more-than-hundred-pound adult three times that size. Your hair will grow, 
change color, and may even disappear altogether. You’ll develop wrinkles, freckles, 
and scars. The cells in your body will die and be replaced. You may donate one of 
your kidneys to help a relative in need. In some tragic cases, you may even lose a 
limb, and perhaps gain a prosthesis to replace it. Your favorite foods, sports teams, and 
companions may completely change. Life may alter your character, so a once sweet 
young girl becomes a sour old woman, or a painfully shy little boy becomes a confident 
and gregarious young man. Your deepest desires, most strongly held convictions, and 
highest goals—those things you consider most fundamental to who you are—may 
change. You will forget many of the events of your past, and you may even forget most 
of the people you have ever known and cared about. If the seven-year-old goldfish 
owner who threw her sister under the bus is taken to be the same individual who is 
currently typing this manuscript, then clearly qualitative identity is not at the heart of 
personal identity.

*  *  *

Qualitative identity—which I’ll just call similarity in what follows—matters in countless 
ways. Our intuitions about similarity form the basis of concepts; to recognize that 
something is an apple is to infer that it is similar along relevant dimensions to other 
instances of the category of apples (Murphy 2004). Without similarity, we couldn’t 
have concepts, and without concepts, most of mental life is impossible.

But identity is also important. Consider moral responsibility. Our legal system 
reflects our intuitive moral judgments in recognizing that you are only morally 
responsible for an action if you committed the action. Pinker (1997) discusses the 
real-world arrest of identical twins who both participated in an attempted burglary 
that resulted in a scuffle with a police officer. During the scuffle, one of the brothers 
bit off the officer’s ear. Although the officer saw the twin that bit him, his inability 
to distinguish them in court resulted in neither brother being sentenced to prison. 
Our justice system cares about which individual committed a crime, not simply the 
characteristics of that individual.

Much of what we do in our daily lives depends on personal identity. Each day upon 
waking, you get out of your bed, gather a selection of your clothes, and perhaps make 
breakfast for your spouse or your children. You might promise to pick up milk on your 
way home from work, or pay a colleague back for lunch. None of these actions would be 
reasonable if it did not seem that you were the same person who had acquired the bed 
and the clothes, married your spouse, had your children, and borrowed money from 
your co-worker. Your promise to pick up milk would not carry much weight if you did 
not believe that the person returning home from your office later in the day would in 
fact be you. Your feeling of obligation toward your colleague cannot be felt on behalf of 
someone else, no matter how similar they may be to you. Moral responsibility, reward, 
punishment, ownership, promises, debts, self-conscious emotions, and relationships 
all depend upon a continuity of personal identity.

*  *  *
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Intuitions about similarity and intuitions about identity interact in important ways. 
We are sensitive to the similarity of an individual across different periods of their life. 
Friendships can end if people change too much, particularly if they stop sharing the 
same values (Kalmijn and Vermunt 2007; Silka 1984, 2012). And sufficient change in 
personal properties has long been considered legal grounds for divorce (Freed 1974).

Intrapersonal similarity also matters. Imagine that you have the choice between a 
reward now and a reward five years from now. We discount the future (if the rewards 
are equal, we’re likely to choose the immediate one), but if the future reward is large 
enough, we will choose to wait. But this willingness to defer immediate gratification 
is influenced by how we think of ourselves in the future. If people believe, or are led 
to believe, that they will become greatly dissimilar to their present self (because of 
converting to a new religion, say), they are less willing to give up present resources for 
future ones (Bartels and Rips 2010; Bartels and Urminsky 2011). It’s not just that we 
feel more fondly toward similar others, then, we also feel more fondly toward similar 
versions of our future selves. This finding is consistent with the view that we see our 
future selves in some sense as distinct individuals, an interesting proposal that falls 
outside the scope of this chapter (Bartels and Rips 2010; Ersner-Hershfield, Winner, 
and Knutson 2009; Mitchell et al. 2011; Pronin 2008; Parfit 1984; Starmans 2017).

Furthermore, the most obvious cue to identity, and the one we use more than any 
other, is perceptual similarity. If a woman walks into your apartment, and she looks 
just like your roommate, you will likely assume she is your roommate. Someone might 
be convicted of a crime based on eyewitness accounts or video footage. If a person 
looks enough like Mary, it is a reasonable inference that she is Mary. Again, though, the 
fact that we don’t hold one twin responsible for the sins of the other shows that while 
our identity intuitions may relate to similarity, they do not reduce to it.

So what does give rise to our intuitions about identity? In what follows, I will 
explore three hypotheses about the psychology of personal identity; about what we 
think makes someone the same person over time. I will suggest that all of them are 
interesting and capture some important phenomena—and all are ultimately mistaken. 
And I’ll conclude with a tentative suggestion about a future direction of inquiry.

Before getting to these, it’s worth emphasizing that this is not a metaphysical 
enterprise. I am not asking what personal identity really is. That is a philosopher’s 
question, though I’ll add that people who are not philosophers are very interested in 
the answer. Just as one example, many are intrigued by the possibility that we will soon 
be able to unload all the information contained within our brains into the cloud, or, 
even better, into sleek robotic bodies, and once this is done, destroy our original bodies, 
brains, and all. You can wonder what this would feel like. Would you blink and open 
your eyes to find yourself in a robotic body? What if your original body still existed—
would your consciousness now seem to exist in two places at once? Would this process 
make you immortal, or would it just kill you (see Dennett 1978 for a related question)?

The first hypothesis is that we track personal identity as we track the identity of 
more mundane physical objects, through making inferences about their continuity 
over space and time.

How do we determine whether the Frisbee I throw and the Frisbee you catch are 
one and the same Frisbee? It’s obvious: we consider the spatiotemporal history of the 
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object (see Scholl 2007 for review). If you watch the disc closely as it leaves my hand, 
you can follow its path through a continuous series of points in space and time. If you 
are watching closely but fail to see this continuous path, you may conclude that there 
must have been two Frisbees. (Many magic tricks work by convincing us that there is 
no spatiotemporal continuity between two objects, when in fact there is.)

Perhaps we treat people just like objects; we judge an individual at time A and 
an individual at time B to be the same individual if and only if there is an unbroken 
spatiotemporal path between their bodies. After all, if a person runs from one of us to 
the other as we are playing in the park, we track the person through the same sort of 
inference that we use for the Frisbee.

Indeed, even young children make this sort of inference. Sorrentino (2001) found 
that three-year-old children would extend a proper name to an individual with a 
unique spatiotemporal path even if its appearance changes. Gutheil and colleagues 
(2008) showed preschoolers pairs of individuals who looked identical but differed in 
their spatiotemporal history (e.g., two physically distinct but identical Winnie-the-
Pooh dolls), and asked the children whether both members in the pair would have 
access to knowledge that had been supplied to only one of the members. Most children 
responded that only the individual who had been present when the knowledge 
was supplied would have access to the knowledge, suggesting that they were using 
spatiotemporal history, rather than perceptual similarity, to guide their assessments 
of identity.

This theory needs sharpening, though. In the soapy 1986 movie Who Is Julia?, 
a beautiful and wealthy young model has a horrible accident that destroys most 
of her body, but leaves her brain undamaged. At the same time, a poor and plain-
looking housewife suffers brain death. Doctors are able to save one of the women by 
transplanting the healthy brain into the healthy body. But which woman have they 
saved? Our strong intuition is that they have saved the model, whose brain survived 
the accident, despite the resulting person being largely comprised of the housewife’s 
body. Presumably, then, if a person is tracked as an object, it’s not the whole person, 
it’s the person’s brain.

Empirical investigations of analogous scenarios suggest that the intuitions of both 
adults and children are compatible with this view. Blok and colleagues (2001) gave 
undergraduate students a story about Jim, who had his brain transplanted into a 
robot. The majority indicated that Jim still existed, though he now had the body of a 
robot. Even children, by the age of seven, follow the brain rather than the body when 
considering personal identity. Johnson (1990) told children a story in which their own 
brain was transplanted into the body of a pig. The children reported that the pig would 
now be a person, respond to and identify himself with the child’s name, and have the 
memories, preferences, and relationships of the child, rather than the pig. In other 
words, children thought that after this brain transplant, the pig would be them.

But there is reason to doubt this simple account. Returning to fictional examples, 
consider the plot of the movie Freaky Friday, in which a teenaged daughter and her 
middle-aged mother wake up after an odd event in a Chinese restaurant to find 
themselves occupying each other’s bodies. In stories like this—repeated in many forms, 
from science fiction movies, to Sunday morning cartoons, to books for children such 
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as Help! I’m Trapped in My Gym Teacher’s Body!—the original brain does not move 
anywhere, and may even be discarded or destroyed. That this trope shows up in so 
many forms suggests that we naturally understand what it would mean for one person’s 
psychology to enter another person’s body, with no transfer of physical matter. And 
again, when these scenarios have been tested experimentally, adults and children have 
not hesitated to locate a person wherever his or her psychology is located, regardless 
of whether there is any spatiotemporal connection to the body it now occupies 
(e.g., Corriveau, Pasquini, and Harris 2005). This presents a serious challenge to the 
spatiotemporal theory of personal identity—nothing physical has been transferred and 
yet our intuition is that a transfer of identity has nonetheless occurred.

Perhaps our intuitions about personal identity don’t reduce to physical intuitions 
because, intuitively, we don’t think of people as objects. Descartes famously argued that 
human beings consist of two fundamentally distinct types of entities: a physical body 
and an immaterial soul, and children and adults, whether religious or not, intuitively 
understand human beings from this dualist perspective (e.g., Bloom 2004; Chudek 
et al. 2013; Forstmann and Burgmer 2015; Nichols and Bruno 2010; Tierney et al. 2014; 
see Starmans and Bloom 2011 for review; but see Barlev and Shtulman, 2021, for a 
recent critique).

*  *  *

A focus on psychological properties rather than physical ones brings us to the second 
hypothesis, famously put forth by John Locke (1632–1704/1959). (This was intended 
as a metaphysical claim, but I am treating it here as a proposal about our intuitions.)

Locke proposed that what really matters for identity is memory. According to 
Locke’s theory, you are numerically identical to that past person whose memories you 
share, and that future person who will share your memories, regardless of whether 
these people are spatiotemporally continuous with you. Returning to the “body swap” 
stories we considered earlier, Locke’s theory does an excellent job of explaining our 
intuition that the teenaged body with the middle-aged mind in Freaky Friday is the 
mother, despite looking like and being spatiotemporally continuous with the daughter.

Philosophers have raised several counterexamples to this view, however. One such 
problem concerns the instability of memory. There are many events in what I take to 
be my past that I can’t remember at all. I can’t now recall anything that happened to 
me while I was asleep last night, or while I was an infant. Yet the very thing we want to 
explain is how it can be that I am the same person now as when I was an infant. And 
presumably, I am not extinguished and reborn as a new person every time I fall asleep 
and later wake up.

Further, identity is transitive, but memory is not. That is, if Person A is identical 
to Person B, and Person B is identical to Person C, then Person A must be identical 
to Person C. Memory, on the other hand, has no such property. Reid (1785/1975) 
illustrates this by imagining a young boy who is flogged at school for stealing from an 
orchard. Later this boy becomes a brave officer who defeats his enemy in battle, and 
later still the officer becomes a general. The young officer remembers the flogging at 
school, while the general, advanced in age, remembers his previous bravery in battle, 
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but no longer recalls being beaten as a boy. If memory is necessary for identity, it would 
seem that the boy is identical to the officer, and the officer is identical to the general, 
but the general is not identical to the young boy. (Locke’s response is to propose that 
as long as a person has even one memory of a past action that he can experience “with 
the same consciousness as he had of it at first,” this will be sufficient for identity; Locke 
1632–1704/1959, xxvii, 12.)

Another challenge to Locke’s theory was raised by Williams (1973). Suppose a scientist 
discovers a procedure for copying memories from any brain and transferring them to 
another brain. In his first successful procedure, the scientist erases all the memories of 
his lab assistant Charles, and replaces them with the memories of Guy Fawkes, a man 
hung in 1606 for trying to blow up the English Parliament. According to Locke, Charles 
now really is Guy Fawkes. This is somewhat of a challenging assumption—Are we to 
conclude that after having been dead for over 400 years, Fawkes has now come back to 
life? But assuming we can accept this conclusion, there is a further problem for Locke. 
For now, spurred on by the success of his first experiment, the scientist can cause the 
very same memories to be held by another person, Robert. On Locke’s theory, both 
Charles and Robert are psychologically continuous with Fawkes, and therefore both 
men are Fawkes. To conclude this, however, is to conclude that Charles and Robert are 
numerically identical to each other. But this is impossible—Charles and Robert are two 
different individuals, who could very well meet and discuss their unusual similarities.

Very little empirical work has explored people’s intuitions about memory 
duplication as a method of probing our theory of personal identity. However, several 
experimental findings peripherally touch on this issue, and are worth considering 
briefly. As mentioned earlier, adults judge that if a person’s brain is transplanted into 
a robotic body, the robot will retain the identity of the person (Blok et al. 2001). This 
is consistent with both the spatiotemporal continuity theory (i.e., continuity of the 
brain), and Locke’s theory. However, the researchers then conducted a second study 
in which participants read a similar scenario, but instead of a brain transplant, the 
original person’s memories were copied onto a sophisticated computer, which was then 
implanted into the robot and used to control its actions. In this scenario, participants 
were much less likely to accept that the robot retained the identity of the person. 
This suggests that people do not generally share Locke’s assumption that memory is 
sufficient for personal identity.

*  *  *

The third hypothesis also presupposes that we track individuals differently than we 
track objects, drawing on intuitions about continuity about psychological traits. But 
here the relevant trait is not memory, it is morality.

This conclusion arises from studies in which individuals are described as going 
through certain transformations (due to a pill, brain injury, or the simple passage of 
time). These transformations are described as influencing various psychological traits, 
including morality, memory, and personality, and participants are asked whether 
the individuals are still the same person after the transformations (Strohminger and 
Nichols 2014, 2015). The findings suggest that people believe that if the moral traits 
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change sufficiently, an individual ceases to be the same person. Other work suggests 
that we are more likely to see moral decline as extinguishing identity than moral 
improvement (Tobia 2015; Molouki and Bartels 2017).

This is a significant line of research, but the conclusion that a radical change in 
morality extinguishes personal identity seems implausible. There are all sorts of cases, 
after all, in both fiction and real life, where people become morally worse over time. It 
might well be that this change in morality makes them very dissimilar to their previous 
selves, and true as well that someone whose morality has worsened is seen as more 
dissimilar than someone who has morally improved. But does it really fit our intuitions 
that someone who becomes evil ceases to exist, that moral degradation leads to death?

Consider an example from Starmans and Bloom (2018a), in which Bob, aged twenty, 
the sweetest of people—generous, warm, and loving—undergoes some sort of change 
so that, by age thirty, he has become a scoundrel—mean, selfish, and psychopathic. 
Presumably, people who knew Bob would not assume that he ceased to exist, and that 
a new person came into existence. Nobody would give away his property; his debts 
would not be forgiven. Rather they would simply assume that he changed in a very 
unfortunate way (see also Starmans and Bloom 2018b).

But if we don’t think moral decline leads to death, how do we explain the results 
of the foregoing studies? One concern is that it’s unclear what sort of intuition the 
questions are tapping. For example, several of these studies ask participants whether 
someone who has undergone a change is (for example) “Still Jim.” This can be taken 
as a question about personal identity: Does Jim still exist? But it can also be taken 
as a question about similarity. After all, if Jim changes radically, one can sensibly say 
“Jim just isn’t Jim anymore,” and in at least some such cases, we mean that Jim is very 
dissimilar to how he was before, not that he died (Dranseika 2017; Starmans and Bloom 
2018a,b). The same concern arises when participants are asked to rate whether the 
person is “The same person as before” or “Completely different now” (Earp et al. 2019;  
Heiphetz, Strohminger, and Young 2017; Strohminger and Nichols 2015). These can be 
taken as remarks about changes in identity (as in “Mary got divorced and she is now 
married to a completely different person”) but they can also be taken as referring to 
dissimilarity (as in “After Mary’s husband went to therapy, it’s like she is now married 
to a completely different person”).

Researchers have been aware of this problem and have tried to address it, trying to 
make clear to participants that what is being asked about is numerical identity and not 
similarity. For instance, Nichols and Bruno (2010) asked whether, after a procedure 
that wipes out your personality and memories, it would still be “you” (in italics) who 
felt a subsequent painful shot. While it does seem that this question picks out identity 
more so than similarity, the intuition here is subtle, and it’s difficult to rely solely on a 
font choice to convey subtle philosophical distinctions to participants.

In what is probably the most careful attempt to date to address this issue, Tobia 
(2015) presented subjects with two characters, Art and Bart, and use them to clarify 
the distinction between identity and similarity for participants. But when he did so, it 
turned out that the findings of previous studies (e.g., Earp et al. 2019; Heiphetz et al. 
2017, 2018; Strohminger and Nichols 2014, 2015) did not replicate—people didn’t tend 
to judge that moral change influenced identity. It might be that people had problems 
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understanding the philosophical views that these characters were expressing. But 
another possibility is that when the concepts of identity and similarity are carefully 
distinguished, people don’t believe that moral changes disrupt identity—a possibility 
that Melissa Finlay and I explored in a set of recent studies (Finlay and Starmans 
2022).

In these studies, we developed a novel training method that allowed participants to 
distinguish between sameness in the sense of similarity, and sameness in the sense of 
identity. We also included a condition in which participants were asked whether the 
person after the brain transplant was “Still Jim” ( Blok, Newman, and Rips 2005; Nichols 
and Bruno 2010; Strohminger and Nichols 2014). And then we tested participants 
across five types of changes that had been previous explored in the literature, including 
changes in morality.

We replicated the “Still Jim” findings from previous work; subjects in this condition 
believed that significant moral changes suggested that the individual was no longer 
Jim. The pattern of judgments participants made in this condition was much like the 
pattern observed when participants were asked about similarity, but markedly different 
from the pattern observed when participants were asked about identity. When asked 
about identity, participants who understood the distinction between similarity and 
identity largely disagreed that any of these changes resulted in a new identity. In 
other experiments, we showed that under the right circumstances, such as a full brain 
transplant or “soul swap,” people do judge that identity has changed, showing that these 
methods are sensitive enough to detect intuitions about identity changes when they are 
seen as warranted.

Our findings support the claim that people view morality as central to the self 
(Strohminger and Nichols 2014;  Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin 2014; Wojciszke, 
Bazinska, and Jaworski 1998). However, the fact that participants made this judgment 
when considering similarity, but not when considering identity, helps to clarify that 
these previous findings should be interpreted as judgments about similarity, rather 
than numerical identity. Most of all, our own findings suggest that morality is not 
central to personal identity.

*  *  *

I’ve discussed three hypotheses about our intuitions about personal identity—object 
tracking, continuity of memory, and continuity of morality—and suggested that they 
are all lacking. I’ll end with a hypothesis of my own.

Consider a modified version of the first proposal. Perhaps we do see spatiotemporal 
continuity as the necessary and sufficient criterion for identity, but it is spatiotemporal 
continuity of the soul, rather than of the body. This is a hybrid account, suggesting that 
we consider the essence of personal identity to consist in the psychological, but we 
treat this psychological essence as if it were a physical object—albeit a physical object 
with some unusual properties.

In a classic passage, Descartes writes, “I realized that I was a substance whose 
essence, or nature, is nothing but thought, and which, in order to exist, needs no place 
to exist nor any other material thing.” I proposed earlier that people are, in a sense, 
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natural-born Cartesian dualists, but there is one part of Descartes’s passage that does 
not ring true—that the soul “needs no place to exist.”

Indeed, when asked directly, adults are quite willing to pinpoint a precise location 
within their bodies as the location of their soul. Bertossa et al. (2008) guided 
participants through a semi-structured interview designed to generate a verbal report 
of their phenomenological experience of the location of the self. The majority indicated 
a precise point inside the head, midway behind the eyes, as the location for what the 
researchers called the “I-that-perceives.” Limanowski and Hecht (2011) obtained a 
similar finding when they asked participants to mark a “self ” on a rectangle with its 
brain, heart, eyes, and ears in varying locations.

One might object here that these findings don’t capture common-sense intuitions, 
rather they were parroting back the contemporary view that the brain is the seat of 
consciousness. Indeed, even subjects blind from birth tended to locate the self in 
the head (Bertossa et al. 2008). This is despite their different everyday phenomenal 
experiences, and thus consistent with a cultural account.

To address this issue, Starmans and Bloom (2012) explored whether adults and 
children share an intuitive sense that the self is located in a particular place within the 
body. To access participants’ intuitions, rather than their explicit theories about the 
self, the study used an indirect method that asked when an object is closest to a person. 
Participants saw pictures of a cartoon character who had an object (either a snowflake 
or a fly) positioned in one of five locations on her body. If participants consider the self 
to be equally distributed across the body, or if they think the self has no spatial location, 
then they should judge that objects are equally close to the character regardless of 
where on her body they are positioned. However, both children and adults judged 
that objects near a person’s eyes were closer to her than objects near other parts of her 
body. These findings suggest that children and adults intuitively think of the self as 
occupying a precise location within the body, at or near the eyes.

Is the soul thought to possess other physical characteristics? There is indirect 
evidence that at least some people have a strong intuition that the soul has weight. A 
now discredited study carried out in 1907 by a Haverhill, Massachusetts, doctor by the 
name of Duncan MacDougall claimed to have discovered that the soul weighs 21 grams 
(MacDougall 1907). MacDougall put six dying people on a bed equipped with sensitive 
springs and claimed to have observed a sudden loss of weight—about 21 grams—at the 
exact moment of their death. Having reasoned that such loss could not be explained 
by bowel movements or evaporation, he concluded he must have measured the weight 
of the soul. This claim was immortalized in the 2003 movie titled 21 Grams, and a 
quick search on Google turns up thousands of discussions about whether the soul has 
weight, and if so, how much.

A further question about the extent to which our concept of the soul is physical relates 
to whether the soul is subject to the laws of physics. Little research has directly examined 
people’s natural intuitions about this question. But here again, the popular representation 
of the soul in fiction and science fiction can give us a clue to the kind of thing we tend 
to think the soul is. Souls (and angels, demons, ghosts, gods, and other bodiless entities) 
are often depicted as being transparent—often entirely invisible—and non-solid—able 
to pass through solid objects like walls (and bodies!). However, the popular conception 
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of souls also depicts them as being bounded, having a shape, occupying a particular time 
and place, and having to follow a continuous path of motion to travel from one place to 
another. These properties are consistent with a conception of the soul as a physical object, 
and inconsistent with the Cartesian, or “theologically correct,” idea of an immaterial soul.

In sum, our intuitive theory of personal identity may be a hybrid of the physical 
and psychological accounts previously discussed. On this view, we conceive of a person 
as consisting of two separable components—body and soul—and we consider the 
psychological component essential to the continuation of personal identity. However, 
our conception of the soul includes certain physical characteristics, such as a location 
in space, and possibly weight, shape, and size. As such the laws of physics that seem to 
apply to bodies may be extended to the soul itself, even when separated from the body. 
This “physical soul” hypothesis explains the seeming conflict in our intuitions about the 
relevant factors for personal identity: we are concerned with spatiotemporal continuity 
as well as with psychological continuity because we conceive of the psychological 
essence of a person as a special kind of physical object.

Many questions remain, as there is little research examining exactly what kind of 
entity we think the soul is. Do we conceive of it more like a solid object, a liquid or gel, 
or a cloud of gas? What physical limitations does it have? How well do the depictions of 
souls in various religious traditions, as well as in fictional and science fictional stories, 
capture our natural intuitions about their composition and behavior?

Once we better understand our intuitive ideas about the nature of the soul, a further 
step will be to directly investigate whether spatiotemporal continuity of the soul 
predicts our judgments of personal identity. Can the physical soul theory accurately 
capture our intuitions about body swaps, brain transplants, and the afterlife? Can it 
resolve the paradox of duplication, and explain why a duplicate seems to be the same 
person in some circumstances, but not in others? This is an exciting line for future 
research.
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