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              MY BEGINNINGS 

 

Could I have had different parents? In practice, no, but in principle, yes. And could I 

have been born at a different time? Again, in practice no, but in principle, yes. These 

are, perhaps, common sense verdicts on such questions. But they go against what may 

be seen as some prevailing philosophical orthodoxies. I defend versions of the 

common sense verdicts, and argue against the orthodoxies, here. These arguments are 

neither technical nor particularly complex. What I want to suggest here is that these 

rather ordinary questions are best answered by rather ordinary means.
1
 

 

     I 

Start with timing. Lucretius, in support of the Epicurean view about death, notes an 

asymmetry in our attitudes to non-existence. On the face of it there are two ways of 

extending life, either by dying later, or by being born earlier. And yet for the most 

part we fuss only about the one. Why is this? 

 The puzzle here has excited some recent debate, and a number of responses. 

One has it that although we could indeed have been born earlier this is just of no 

interest to us – we’re generally indifferent to the past, and care only for the present 

and the future. So life still to come, and its ending, is what matters to us, while life 

behind us, and the more of that we could have had, is of no concern.
2
  Whether or not 

it works here, a notable feature of this approach is to distinguish between what is 

possible for us, and what in fact we care about.  A more familiar approach is to 

address issues about possibility head on – we could die later, but we couldn’t have 

been born earlier.  This can indeed seem right. It seems clear that death, on many 

occasions, need not have occurred, and that had it not occurred, the very same person 

would have lived on. But how could I, this very person, have been born earlier? 

Surely someone born earlier would have been someone else.  And so an earlier birth 

isn’t, in fact, any real possibility for me. 

 There is widespread support for such a view. And much of this support derives 

from views about the necessity of origin. Take Parfit’s position. He insists that as a 



matter of fact, none of us could have been conceived much earlier or later than the 

time when we were actually conceived.
3
 And this because if that time is altered by as 

much as a month, a different sperm and a different egg will be involved. Given this 

wholesale exchange of the originating material then, inevitably, a different person will 

come into existence. So even though I could fairly clearly have been born a few days 

earlier or later, and arguably could as well have been conceived a few days earlier or 

later, my beginnings are otherwise fixed. Notice that the argument here pulls together 

both questions with which I began. Insisting on the necessity of originating material 

fixes both our parents, and the time at which we are born.  

 The argument is plainly defective, however. There is just no reason, on the 

grounds given here, for thinking that we could not have been conceived at a 

substantially different time. Both sperm and egg can be frozen, and their union 

delayed.  And we could of course have been born at a different time. For the embryo 

itself can be frozen, and its development delayed.  Nor is there a way out in noting 

here Parfit’s caution, and his insistence on what is in fact true, rather than what is 

necessarily true.  He clearly thinks that even if it is logically possible for someone to 

be conceived much later than they were, this isn’t physically possible. But it is. And it 

is physically possible, too, for someone to be born much later than they were. The 

requisite technologies haven’t been around for long. People born a hundred years ago 

couldn’t, as things stand, have been frozen as embryos, and born later. But things 

could have stood differently. The technologies could have been developed earlier.  

That too is physically possible. And earlier births, earlier conceptions are similarly 

possible. There may well be people born in 2150 who, had materials not been frozen, 

would have been born in 2050. So reliance on origin claims, where the question of 

timing is concerned, isn’t going to work. We’ll need to look elsewhere. 

  

     II 

Many people think it’s clear that none of us could have been born at a substantially 

different time. Someone born a hundred years earlier, whatever the history of their 

originating material, would, they say, have been a different person, someone else, not 

me. I think this is right. And, as a friend of the psychological account of personal 

identity, I argue thus: psychological continuity and connectedness matter to identity – 

if there are abrupt and extreme changes here, then identity is forfeited. A strange thing 

happens one night. My physical form is unchanged while mentally things are 



altogether different, with, or so it appears, near total amnesia, and a wholly different 

character and dispositions. Suppose too that there’s an antipathy to my real name, and 

the person here insists on being known as Bill. And so it remains until death. My 

death, or Bill’s? The alterations here are sudden and profound. And arguably the best 

way to describe what happens is to acknowledge that I cease to exist when they occur, 

and that Bill dies later, when the body we shared gives out. 

 Suppose a mid-life change is in this way identity destroying. Then, surely, 

development from the outset along radically different lines is identity denying. 

Suppose, as I believe, and evidence from twins notwithstanding, that much of my 

psychological life is a product of environment, rather than nature. I have just the one 

brother. As a one day old baby my brother’s brother is given for adoption to a 

Japanese family. This child eats fish, speaks Japanese, wrestles sumo. I want to say 

that if this had happened then I would never have existed.
4
 Consider not place, but 

time. Cryonics works. As a new born baby my brother’s brother is taken from his 

parents, frozen for two hundred years, with life to be continued late in the 22
nd

 

century. Again, I wouldn’t exist, were this to be true.  

 What I want to insist on in such cases, then, is that material identity is in no 

way sufficient for personal identity. A particular human body can, serially, be the 

habitat of different people. And particular hunks of originating material – separately 

the sperm and egg, or together the embryo – can develop into different people. But 

more important than noting the claims here is to note that my argument with those 

taking a contrary view is, as I understand it, far from deep. We’ll agree, surely, about 

at least almost all the facts involved – in the first case, about the persistence of the 

human body, the degree of psychological difference over the change, the attitudes and 

reactions of those involved; in the second, about the variant histories for the same 

originating material, the profound differences between the emerging psychologies, 

and again the concerns that most of us have for the persistence (more or less, and 

allowing for gradual change) of the psychologies we have now. And we’ll agree, too, 

about the range of opinions aired on the identity questions in such cases, with some 

saying, as I do, that different, others that the same, people are involved. Still this is 

agreement about almost, and so not yet all the facts because we still disagree, 

apparently, on which of these opinions are correct, and so disagree about the facts of 

identity. 



 But is this right? Certainly we might imagine such facts – facts about the 

unchanging spirit or soul or essence of the person involved, something perhaps 

temporarily veiled, emerging in an afterlife.  Yet I doubt their existence. And 

relatively few of those arguing with me will rest their case on alleged facts like these. 

If that were the issue, then disagreement between me and my opponents would be 

both straightforward and profound. Others may think there are some sorts of 

metaphysical facts, perhaps even more obscure, less accessible, than these alleged 

spiritual facts, and that identity questions rest on these. But here it isn’t so much 

ordinary doubt as an inability, on my part, even to comprehend what sorts of things 

these metaphysical facts would be. Setting this aside, what are we left with? Either no 

facts at all, or facts of a non-standard, even if not unfamiliar kind. I think it’s the 

latter. What I want to suggest then, is that there is defensible disagreement here, and 

that it centres on what best to say about some non-standard or puzzling situation in 

which matters of identity are involved. And  - and this is why the need for  

technicalities is thin –  what best to say is in large part decided not by abstruse 

metaphysical speculation but rather by attending to what reasonably informed  people 

do and will say. Get the ordinary level facts right, think through at least their 

immediate implications, take account of our related interests and concerns, and then 

see whether some sort of consensus might emerge.
5
  

 So it isn’t appropriate here simply to duck the issue, and deny that there are 

any facts at all where such questions are concerned. This might appear an option. It 

could be said that in these circumstances the same body continues, the same material 

develops, but that the personalities involved are effectively distinct. Certainly we can 

agree thus far. But can we agree that that is the end of the matter? It seems to me that 

the ordinary questions, Will I survive? Would I have been born? cannot in this way be 

sidestepped. Such questions get asked, and because our concerns are so much, and so 

understandably, focussed on psychology, their best answers, in the sorts of cases 

outlined here are, or so I believe, no. And this answer is tempered, or provisional, just 

because if, as I maintain, it hangs on the direction of ordinary conversation then there 

is no special authority attaching here to philosophical expertise.  

 There is a further point to be made here. It might be objected that on the 

psychological account of personal identity none of us ever born. Rather, we come into 

existence some time after birth. And so there is simply no question of our being born 

at a different time. But there are two components to a reply. First, – and this is line 



with the comments above – I don’t claim that there are, as well as human organisms, 

some distinct non-physical entities, persons, and that we are these persons. For that 

would be, apparently, a substantive and controversial claim, and one clearly at odds 

with ordinary views.
6
 All I claim is that everyday references to ourselves and to others 

typically foreground psychology – on such arcane matters as to whether ‘person’ is a 

substance or phase sortal everyday views are, and defensibly, silent.
7
 Second, even 

were I to claim this, the substance of my view here would be unscathed.  For even if 

persons are distinct from their bodies, the relation is such that if the body were to be 

born at a substantially different time, then a different person would (although 

somewhat later) begin to exist.  Born or not, I couldn’t have come into existence at a 

substantially different time. 

 

     III 

Kripke’s claims about the necessity of origin are well known. So too is the rhetoric 

Could this woman have been a swan? Could this very table, this wooden lectern, 

(banging, no doubt, on the lectern at the time) have been made of ice? Who could 

think, who could dare, so absurd a thing? Of course she couldn’t have been a swan. 

And of course this table and a table made of ice could hardly be one and the same. 

Our intuitions about such cases are robust. 

 The claims here differ from Parfit’s in two respects. The principle they allude 

to – ‘If a material object has its origin from a certain hunk of matter, it could not have 

had its origin in any other matter’
8
 - is perfectly general, applying to things as well as 

to people. And they deal with what is strongly necessary, rather than what must in fact 

be the case. Given this generality, this ambition, the principle is hardly 

uncontroversial, and its consonance with everyday opinion hardly thoroughgoing.  

Not only could the table not have been made of ice, but, according to Kripke, it 

couldn’t have been made of a different hunk of wood.
9
  Suppose that it’s made, not 

from planks, but from fibreboard. It couldn’t have been made from different sheets. 

Or consider a vase, and its origin in a particular ball of clay. The potter’s assistant 

prepares balls of clay, and has them ready in a bin. He’s asked for a ball, and takes 

one, more or less at random. But the vase the potter makes depends on just which ball 

he’s given. A different ball, and it’s a different vase. Many will find such claims hard 

to believe.   



 What makes for the difference between the persuasive and the less persuasive 

cases? In the former the proposed changes in originating material will generate 

substantial differences further on. A swan woman, an ice table, will be significantly 

different from women and tables of a more familiar kind.
10

 There may well be 

differences in numerical identity, but there are certainly differences in qualitative 

identity in instances like these.  But with a different block of wood, a different ball of 

clay, these qualitative differences are negligible, to say the least. And it isn’t 

immediately easy to see why, when everything that matters to us remains the same, 

we should accept that we are, in these circumstances, faced with a different thing. 

 These concerns about the origin principle derive from everyday intuitions 

about identity. Another challenge comes from philosophical speculation. The sceptic 

sometimes has it that, for all we know, the world might have popped into existence 

five minutes ago.  I think I have this substantial history, but I could be wrong. Yet if 

the origin principle is right then this way of putting things is at best misleading. If the 

world came into existence five minutes ago then hardly any of the stuff that I think 

exists really does exist. Other stuff, with different origins, exists in its place. And of 

course this goes for me too. I am not the person I think I am. This isn’t just a figure of 

speech – it isn’t simply the overturning of some contingent fact about me. Rather, as 

we’re dealing here with necessities, then not having these beginnings, this history, 

makes for a real difference in identity. And this may seem an unpalatable 

consequence of the origin principle. 

 Persuasive and palatable or not, Kripke’s principle may nevertheless be true. 

Is it? Before deciding, consider, and guard against, a pair of possible confusions. 

 Distinguish, first, between concerns with a thing’s beginnings or origins, and 

with developments or changes it may, later in the course of its history, undergo. The 

question isn’t whether the queen could turn into a swan, or have gone through a swan 

stage at some earlier period.  Similarly.. ‘..the question of whether the table could 

have changed into ice is irrelevant here. The question whether the table could 

originally have been made of anything other than wood is relevant’.
11

 

 The distinction between these questions is reasonably straightforward. 

Nevertheless I want to say a bit more about it.  

 While there are many believers in the necessity of origin, no one believes in a 

corresponding necessity regarding change. No one thinks that change is impossible. 

And no one thinks that if an object changes in any respect it becomes ipso facto a 



different thing. A thing’s origin may well be fixed, but its later development is to 

some degree open. But now about these later changes we can ask two sorts of 

questions. First, what sorts, and degree of change are possible? And (here only to 

sketch an account) we might want to consider limitations on change imposed by 

technology, by physics, or by logic. Could the queen turn into a swan? We don’t have 

the equipment, but it may be physically possible, and certainly logic won’t prevent it. 

Second, which of these possible changes are identity threatening? And in the present 

context this question has two parts, concerning both individuals, and kinds.  So one 

question is, if a such and such changes in this or that way, would it still be a such and 

such? Another is, if this particular such and such changes in this or that way would it 

still be this particular such and such?  Suppose the queen turns, magically, into a swan 

or, less magically, into a pile of ash. I take it that if this happens she ceases to exist.  A 

swan, even more ash, is neither a person nor this particular person, the queen.
12

  But if 

the wood changes to ice there is still a table in existence. And we may well want to 

say it’s the same table. We may well decide, that is, that being made of wood isn’t 

among the table’s essential properties.
13

  

 The questions here differ in an important respect. Those focussing on change 

are, in principle at least, easy enough to answer, limited only by our grasp of the 

relevant scientific or technological facts, or some basic logical principles. But 

questions of identity are clearly much less straightforward, and their answers given 

neither by ordinary appeal to material facts, or by appeal to more or less transparent 

notion of what is logically possible, or logically necessary. As before, I want to deny 

that there are any complex metaphysical issues in play here, and to suggest instead 

that what, reflectively, we do say determines what we should say. Often this is 

straightforward – a pile of ash is not a queen. Often, too, there is nothing we do say, 

nothing that strikes us as right to say, and so nothing in particular that we should say. 

But in other cases contrasting intuitions are brought into play, and there’s often 

benefit to be had, progress to be made in teasing these out and aiming at a stable and 

shared position.
14

  

 A further point to bring out here is a respect in which Kripke’s position is 

seemingly more reticent and reserved than Parfit’s. His origin principle makes no 

claim about sufficiency – it says only that particulars couldn’t have different origins, 

not that originating materials must develop into these particulars. And this is surely 

right. The clay might have remained in the bin, the plank might have been used for 



firewood, and the sperm and egg might never have been introduced. But Parfit, in 

contrast, wants to articulate and employ the notion of a distinctive necessary property, 

as one that a given person couldn’t have lacked, and that only that person could have 

had. And on his version of the origin principle, ‘each person has this distinctive 

necessary property, that of having grown from the particular pair of cells from which 

this person in fact grew’.
15

 This isn’t a sufficiency claim but it is something close, 

implying not that I had to develop from my embryo, but that if anyone developed 

from the embryo, that person would be me. This claim needs amending, as is widely 

recognised, to deal with the case of twins, but that apart is it plausible? Parfit appears 

to think so, and Kripke seems in some places to agree.
16

 But the claim has no 

plausibility for most physical objects – even if the clay is used to make a vase, it 

seems clear it could make a number of different vases – and is less than clearly 

plausible even for human beings. Grant that I am not identical with the originating 

material, and grant that this material could encounter various vicissitudes, both natural 

and artificial, during its early days, there seems no reason to suppose that from it, only 

one person could result.
17

 Reservations about Parfit’s claim here need to be 

distinguished from the point made above about different psychologies. It’s one thing 

to think if that if the body remains the same, or develops in strongly similar ways, 

then in spite of psychological differences, the person remains the same. It’s another to 

think that however both the body and mind develop, the person remains the same. I 

reject both views, but the first is the more defensible. 

 

     IV 

What is disallowed, on the Kripkean view, is that the queen should have started out 

not as a royal sperm and egg, but as some swan. Anything starting as a swan, however 

queenly it later becomes, would not be this woman. What is allowed, however, is that 

soon after her birth the queen should have magically turned into a swan, and then 

remained a swan until the middle of last week, or even later, before becoming the 

queen again.
18

  That represents a possible history, even if only a logically possible 

history, of this woman. And now someone might wonder how this difference in 

timing can be so critical. Why hang so much on those first moments? And why, 

beyond those cases where it seems intuitively plausible, accept this origin principle? 

Doubly tentative, Kripke maintains that it is ‘perhaps susceptible of something like a 

proof’:  



 

Let ‘B’ be a name (rigid designator) of a table, let ‘A’ name the piece of wood 

from which it actually came. Let ‘C’ name another piece of wood. Then 

suppose B were made from A, as in the actual world, but also another table D 

were simultaneously made from C…. Now in this situation B ≠ D; hence, even 

if D were made by itself, and no table were made from A, D would not be B.
19

 

 

This is certainly compressed, but the gist isn’t too hard to discern. 

 Someone opposed to the origin principle suggests that our table, although in 

fact made from A, could as easily have been made from C.  But then if that’s even 

half way right, the objection goes, we can surely imagine a situation where there are 

two tables, effectively indistinguishable, made from the two pieces of wood.  Suppose 

this, and we’re supposing our original table to exist, with, alongside it, a duplicate 

table.
20

 These tables, though (virtually) qualitatively identical are numerically distinct. 

They’re different tables. But then suppose that only the duplicate is made. Whatever it 

looks like, whatever bill it fits, it’s still not the original table.  That, in this situation, 

remains unmade.  

 Focus on this argument, and it becomes clearer, I think, why the two cases – 

starting as a swan, becoming a swan – which above I suggested might seem similar 

are in fact importantly different.  Standardly, in considering whether something might 

have had, at some stage, a different history we trace back the actual history of that 

thing to a certain point, and then consider divergences, thus: 

(I) 

  E ____________(___________________________) Q 

       

              

             

             S 

Here the solid line represents an object’s history in the actual world, the dotted line an 

alternative and merely possible history.
21

 The bracketed section of the solid line 

represents that part of the object’s actual history that won’t occur, should the 

branching take place. Given that there is no question that some sorts of change are 

possible, the issue here is whether the resulting object should best be described as the 

same or different, as a development for the same object, or as its transformation into a 

different kind of thing, or a different individual. And it may be, of course, that for 



some part of its history the object represented by the dotted line still is the same object 

as that on the solid, while at a later stage its identity, as we will say, changes. So 

suppose the questions here are whether Elizabeth, who in the actual world remains 

queenly, first, could instead have become swanlike and, second, whether that 

swanlike creature would have been her, Elizabeth, or something else. But then 

questions about origins seem not to be like this. Here we’re asking whether this actual 

object, say with all its current features intact, could have started its existence from a 

different, and somewhat differently featured,  lump of stuff. So, utilising the 

convention above, the question is whether Elizabeth, who actually developed from 

human material, could instead have developed from swan material. Supporters of the 

origin principle think that the most you might get from swan material, even when the 

human material is unused, is a replica of Elizabeth, and not Elizabeth herself. They 

think, then, that in contrast to (I) the situation pictured in (II) doesn’t represent any 

genuinely coherent possibility. 

(II) 

H (______________________)__________ E 

        

       

     S  

 

There is, however, a puzzle here. Represented thus, the situations considered here do 

look to be symmetrical, with the origins issue the mirror image of that concerning 

development. And as branching out is possible, so too is closing in. But there seem to 

be factors counting against this. There’s the direction of time to take into account, and 

the effects that might introduce. Perhaps coming together is harder than coming apart. 

There are the widespread differences in intuition about these cases. For certainly most 

people find the idea that things might have different origins much more puzzling that 

they might later develop in different ways. A thought here might be that as in (II) 

there are clearly two distinct lumps of material, the most we can get, from the second 

lump, is a replica of the target object. But in (I) there’s only the one lump and 

questions only as to how it might change. And then connected with this there’s 

Kripke’s ‘something like a proof’ urging us to hold the replica or duplicate view, as 

against the possibility of different origins for the one thing supposedly pictured in (II). 



Nevertheless, the symmetry of structure here remains notable, and it surely isn’t yet 

clear enough why we should accept the origin principle.  

 

 

 

     V 

My focus is on persons. And there are striking similarities between Kripke’s argument 

here, and one used by Bernard Williams against the psychological criterion of 

personal identity. Charles claims, suddenly, to be Guy Fawkes, knows a lot about the 

17
th

 century, acts like a Catholic and a plotter. Has he become Guy? Williams points 

out that if this can happen to one to person, it can happen to two. Suppose it does. 

Robert makes a similar claim, and is similarly plausible. As these two are manifestly 

non-identical, so they can’t both be Guy. But there are no reasons to favour the claims 

of one over the other. The best thing, then, is to reject both claims, and to maintain the 

familiar view - bodily continuity is necessary for identity.
22

 

 Yet it’s objected that the situation Williams asks us to entertain doesn’t exist. 

There aren’t two claimants – just the one. So there’s no clear reason to prevent 

Charles’ claim from going through. Williams counters that Robert’s making his case 

brings about no alteration in Charles’ relation to Guy, and so has no bearing on the 

force of his claim. And so the fact that there could be two equally good candidates is 

enough to dismiss the claims of the actual one. 

 Something like this is going on in Kripke’s argument. Here too the possibility 

of duplicates or multiples undermines the case for variant origins even when only one 

item – table, vase, person – will be actual. And here too a disagreement about identity 

– should we stress body or psychology, should we stress origins or qualities? – is 

resolved in favour of the more material of the two views. Of course there are 

differences between the cases –Williams’ concerns the relations between individuals, 

whereas Kripke’s focuses on individuals and their origins. Further (and I return to this 

below) Charles and Robert make equally strong claims to be Guy – and hence the 

failure of both, whereas when there are two tables their claims to be the original table 

B can easily be ranked – and hence the failure of the duplicate. Yet in spite of these 

differences the similarities are pronounced enough to suggest that linking them might 

bring gains. 



 Both Williams and Kripke want to insist on the distinction between (near) 

exact similarity and identity. They might both be happy with Parfit’s comment here, 

‘….exact similarity is not numerical identity, as is shown by any two exactly similar 

things’.
23

 But while it’s clear that Charles and Robert, no matter how similar, are 

numerically distinct, and clear too that in a situation involving pairs of tables the 

second is not the first, it is less clear, surely, either that Charles hasn’t become Guy, or 

that the second table, that made from C, isn’t the first, when only the one man, or the 

one table, exists.
24

 And something like Nozick’s closest continuer account of identity 

can be brought to bear on both cases – Charles becomes Guy, at least when his claim 

is both strong and unchallenged by duplicates,
25

 and the table made from C is B, in 

the situation where it strongly resembles B and block A is unused. What such a move 

requires, of course, is that we remain unimpressed by the underlying claim here – 

explicit elsewhere in Williams,
26

 only implicit in Kripke – that identity rests upon 

intrinsic features alone.  For in both cases, clearly, the identity claim would be 

abandoned, were a compelling rival to appear. But we should remain unimpressed. 

For it isn’t an intrinsic feature of anything that it is unique. And so if identity over 

time depends on the absence of duplicates, and at the same time on intrinsic features 

alone, there is no such identity.
27

 But surely there is such identity, and once again I 

want to suggest that it obtains just when reasonably informed people say it obtains. 

And it’s unsurprising, surely, that what they say here will vary with the existence of 

duplicate and near-duplicate candidates, and so unsurprising that something like 

Nozick’s account is correct.
28

  

 That said, there remains a stronger objection to Kripke’s argument that, 

although hinted at, still needs to be made explicit. The question he asks is whether a 

particular thing could have had different origins, and not whether one thing might 

somehow be another, different, thing. It is, then, the question of whether table B 

might have been made from either A or C, and not whether table D might somehow 

be table B when block A is unused.
29

 Imagine – and this is something the ‘proof’ 

doesn’t rule out – that B and D are qualitatively very different tables. Now clearly D 

isn’t B when piece A is unused, and nothing looking like B exists. But in considering 

whether B might have been made not from A but C we need to consider worlds where 

C is differently used, and used in such a way as to render plausible the suggestion that 

it’s been made into B. The difference between Williams’ and Kripke’s arguments is 

relevant here. Where two tables are made there are inevitably some differences, at the 



least concerning location, between them. Remove just the one table, leaving all else 

the same, and these differences remain. There can be no grounds for thinking the 

second table has become, as if magically, the first. But although there are differences 

between Charles and Robert, there are just no differences in the strength of their 

claims to be Guy. They cancel one another. Remove either candidate, and the claim of 

the remaining might go through.
30

 

  

     VI 

Could I have had a different father?  Most of us will say no. Both parents matter. 

Change either, or both, and you get a different child. If my mother had married a 

different man, I’d never have existed.  

 Notice, however, that there is no support for this widely held view from 

Kripke’s near- proof. What thrust there is to that depend on our being able to imagine 

a world with two separate hunks of matter, and two objects derived therefrom.  It 

targets tables made from particular hunks of wood, children developing from 

particular zygotes, vases thrown from particular balls of clay. But consider a situation 

involving the same egg, and different sperm. Given that the egg isn’t itself divisible, 

there isn’t a possible world containing two complex hunks of matter, and two 

subsequent children. So the duplicate puzzle won’t emerge. Yet most of those 

confident that they couldn’t have two different parents are equally confident they 

couldn’t have one different parent.
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 Why do we believe we couldn’t have different parents? It’s unlikely to be on 

the basis of Kripke’s argument. That, recent and subtle, will hardly explain this 

mature and proletarian belief. And why do we believe we couldn’t have a different 

father? The argument does no work at all here. But both beliefs are strong. And they 

are easily enough explained. We know too much about biology. We know that a 

different father would produce a substantially different child. Both the sperm and egg 

contain important genetic material. Change either, and the character of the resulting 

embryo will be significantly altered. And this is crucial. We think that someone 

substantially different from the outset, both physiologically and psychologically, 

would be a different person. An alteration to either parent would, as we truly believe, 

be sufficient for such alteration. And so my parents are necessary for me. Lacking 

either, I wouldn’t exist.  



 Suppose the biological facts are different. Sperm is needed, and sperm differs. 

But which sperm is used makes no discernible difference to the resulting child. The 

genetic material is contained in the egg alone. Then I could have had a different 

father. Suppose the difference is greater. Parents are needed to produce embryos. But 

these are all the same. They’re delivered to the laboratory where, in accordance with 

the government blueprint, scientists manipulate them so that the requisite sorts of 

children are produced. Then I could have had different parents. 

 

     VII 

Consider two objections, one full-blooded, the other suggesting a compromise. 

 Suppose, as above, that embryos are all the same. And suppose that I say, 

because of this, I could have had different parents – the sperm and egg from which I 

developed could have been different from the ones actually employed. And I might 

have existed either way. But now consider an intermediate stage. Will I say that the 

embryo from which I developed could itself have developed from different material, 

or that I could have developed from different embryos? I’ll need one or the other, but 

it may seem that neither is particularly attractive. Could this very embryo, so closely 

related to the sperm and egg, have had entirely different origins?  That may seem hard 

to believe. But if so, then I have to claim that I could have developed from different 

embryos. So consider a further stage – could the one fetus have developed from these 

different embryos, or could I have developed from different fetuses? And so on. 

Somewhere or other there needs to be a break in identity. And it is problematic 

wherever it occurs.  

 But go back to the diagrams. Whatever problem there is here occurs just as 

readily with branching out as with closing in.  I could have a fairly standard future 

ahead of me, or I could turn, magically and gradually, into a swan. Suppose this 

happens. The swan isn’t me. Yet there may well be no answer to the question of 

exactly when I cease to exist, and so no answer to exactly where on the dotted line the 

rupture to identity takes place. Equally, there may be no answer to the question of 

exactly when two possible embryos would become the one human being.  And neither 

of these versions of the sorites problem is as troublesome as it might first appear. 

 The compromise move, similarly, lacks real force.  Think again about that 

response to Lucretius I mentioned earlier. Brueckner and Fischer suggest that we want 

a later death, but not an earlier birth, because we are inevitably future directed. The 



past just doesn’t interest us. Now what is wrong here is simply the factual claim about 

what our interests are. We do care about the past. Sometimes we wish things had 

happened differently. Often we’re content that things happened as they did. And we 

recognise that it’s only because the past had its particular shape that things are as they 

are today.  And so this response to Lucretius fails.
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 Nevertheless, it may be thought 

that foregrounding interests, while setting metaphysical speculation to one side is, 

over a range of issues, a profitable move. Parfit, famously, wants to separate questions 

of identity, strictly understood, from those concerning what matters to us, what we 

care about, in survival. And it might be suggested that I should avail myself of just 

this distinction here, conceding that differences in material makes for a difference in 

objects, even while pointing out that this might not be of concern to us. A table made 

from a different block of wood might be as good as the original table, and were there 

to be no distinctive genetic material in the sperm and egg, it wouldn’t much matter to 

us who our parents were. Even so, numerical identity remains distinct – change the 

wood, and there’s a different table, change the parents, and there’s a different child. 

But there is no good argument for this. All that is uncontroversial here is that if the 

originating material is different then a pair of objects, one of them actual, the other 

merely possible, are not in all respects the same. That is true for a similar pair of 

objects, again one actual, the other possible, when we consider any change within an 

object’s lifetime. Yet as mid-life change needn’t threaten identity, so too, as far as I 

can tell, for change at the outset.  And this isn’t to bring metaphysics back into the 

picture, but rather to deny that there is some deep notion of identity, distinct from 

what an acknowledgement of our interests will cause us to say about it. 

 

     VIII 

Could I have been born at a quite different time? In practice no, but in principle yes. 

Change significantly the time of birth and so much will be different. I think, that 

person wouldn’t be me. None of what matters to me, and indeed to others, would 

survive. That it could truly be said that the person born then would have developed, 

just as certainly as I have developed, from a particular sperm and egg cuts no ice. As I 

see no reason to believe that only one person can develop from given material, so I 

see no reason to think that the person who does develop, whatever he is like, must be 

me. Even so, we can imagine some arcane situation where someone today is born into 

a closed, controlled and easily replicated environment. But then imagine the embryo 



is frozen instead, the replica constructed, with birth and development taking place two 

hundred years hence.  The person born then would issue from the same originating 

material and would be physically and psychologically the same as the person who, 

without freezing, would be born today. It would be the same person.
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 Could I have had different parents? In practice no, but in principle, yes. As a 

matter of fact the complex information contained within the genetic material of both 

sperm and egg determines most of my physical and some of my psychological make 

up. Change one or both parents, and a profoundly dissimilar person will result. That 

person wouldn’t be me.  Even so, we can imagine the situation to be different, and for 

the originating material to be effectively inert – human sperm and egg produce 

children rather than swans, but these children are all the same until the environment 

gives them some shape. Were that to be the case – and unlike the previous example 

we consider here merely a logical possibility – then I could have had different 

parents.
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