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REASONS AND
PERSONS DEREK
PARFIT: A
LANDMARK IN
MORAL
PHILOSOPHY

For anyone curious
about the deepest
puzzles of ethics,
personal identity, and
rationality, Reasons
And Persons Derek
Parfit stands as a
monumental work.
Published in 1984, this
dense but dazzling
book transformed
debates in moral
philosophy and

continues to shape
how we think about our
responsibilities to
future generations, the
nature of the self, and
the structure of
practical reason. Few
philosophical texts
manage to be both
revolutionary and
accessible; Parfit’s
masterpiece achieves
that rare feat. In this
article, we will explore
the core ideas of
Reasons and Persons,
why it matters, and
how its arguments
remain urgently
relevant today.


https://app.ardentx.com/

Who Was

Derek

Parfit?

Derek Parfit
(1942-2017) was a
British philosopher
whose work

fundamentally altered
moral philosophy and
metaphysics. He spent
most of his career at
All Souls College,
Oxford, and was known
for his relentless
intellectual honesty
and willingness to
follow arguments
wherever they
led—even to deeply
counterintuitive

conclusions. Parfit's
influence extends well
beyond academia; his
ideas have been taken
up by economists,
psychologists, and
policy makers
grappling with the

ethics of climate
change and artificial
intelligence. Reasons
And Persons Derek
Parfit is his magnum
opus, a book that he
planned as a trilogy
but ultimately
condensed into one
volume that spans four
distinct but
interconnected parts.

Overview
of the
Book’s
Structure

Reasons and Persons is
divided into four major
sections:

¢ Part One: Self-
Defeating
Theories -
Examines moral
and rational
theories that turn
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out to undermine
their own aims.
Part Two:
Rationality and
Time -
Challenges
traditional views
about rational
choice across
time, including
the idea of
temporal
neutrality.

Part Three:
Personal
Identity -
Presents Parfit’'s
famous
reductionist
account of what
it means to be a
person over
time.

Part Four:
Future
Generations -
Tackles
population
ethics, including
the Non-ldentity
Problem and the
Repugnant

Conclusion.

Each part is rich with
thought experiments,
logical puzzles, and
careful argumentation.
The thread that ties
them together is a
concern with how we
ought to live—both as
individuals and as a
species.

Self-
Defeating
Moral
Theories

Parfit begins by
analyzing two familiar
families of ethical
theory:

consequentialism and
deontology. He argues
that certain forms of
each can be self-
defeating in the sense
that if everyone follows



the theory, the
theory’s own goals are
less likely to be

achieved. For example,
a straightforward
version of
act-utilitarianism might
advise everyone to
maximize happiness,
but if everyone always
tried to do so, the
result could be worse
than if they followed
more indirect
principles. Parfit uses
this analysis to argue
for a more
sophisticated
approach—what he
calls “indirect
consequentialism.” The
discussion in this part
is masterful, setting
the stage for the
book’s larger project of
revising how we think
about reasons.

Rationalit

y AcCross
Time

In Part Two, Parfit
takes on the dogma
that rationality requires
temporal

neutrality—that we
should not care more
about our own future
happiness simply
because it is later in
time. He distinguishes
between different
attitudes we can have
toward our future
selves and explores
whether it is rational to
be temporally biased,
for instance, preferring
that past pains be
forgotten while future

pleasures are
anticipated. Parfit's
work here anticipates
much of the
contemporary

literature on

intertemporal choice,
and it resonates with
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behavioral economics
findings about
hyperbolic discounting.
The key takeaway is
that our reasons to be
concerned about our
future are not as
straightforward as they
might seem, and that
the boundaries
between self-interest
and morality begin to
blur.

Personal
ldentity
and the
Reductio
nist View

The most famous part
of Reasons And
Persons Derek Parfit
is undoubtedly his
treatment of personal
identity. Parfit rejects
the view that we are

“separately existing
entities”—souls or
Cartesian egos that
persist unchanged
through time. Instead,
he argues for a
reductionist account:
a person’s existence
over time consists in
certain psychological
connections and
continuities (memories,
intentions, character
traits) that can hold to
varying degrees. This
leads to startling
thought experiments:

e The
Branch-Line
Case: You are
about to be
teleported, but
the machine
malfunctions,
creating two
copies of
you—one on
Mars, one left on
Earth. Which one
is you? Parfit
argues that the
question is



empty; what
matters is not
whether a person
survives but that
there is
psychological
continuity. This
has huge
implications for
how we value
survival.

e The Combined
Spectrum:
Imagine a
continuum
between you and
another
person—graduall
y replacing
neurons so that
at the end, the
result is
someone else. It
becomes
impossible to
pinpoint the
exact moment
you cease to
exist.

Parfit concludes that
the unity of a life is not
as deep as we assume.

This reductionist view
radically alters our
ethical reasoning: if
personal identity is not
an all-or-nothing
matter, then our
concern for our own
future should perhaps
be replaced by a
broader concern for
any being with whom
we have psychological
connections. This idea
directly feeds into his
later arguments about
future generations.

The
Non-ldent
ity
Problem

Perhaps the most
influential part of the
book for applied ethics
is the Non-ldentity
Problem. Suppose a
government has a
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policy (say, building a
risky nuclear plant)
that will affect the lives
of people born many
decades later. If the
policy is implemented,
the specific children
who are born will be
different from those
who would have been
born under a safer
policy—because

different policies
change which people
exist. So even if the
policy leaves future
people with a lower
quality of life, those
people are not harmed
because they would
not exist at all under
the alternative. Parfit
uses this problem to
show that many of our
intuitive moral
judgments about
harming future people
fail. The problem forces
us to ask: if we cannot
harm future people by
making their lives
worse (since we are

also the cause of their
existence), what moral
obligations do we
have? Parfit does not
give a simple answer,
but he powerfully
demonstrates that
population ethics
cannot rely on simple
notions of harm.

The
Repugna
Nt
Conclusio
n

Closely related is the
Repugnant

Conclusion. Parfit
shows that most total
welfare-maximizing
ethical theories imply
that a vast population
of people with lives
barely worth living is
better than a smaller



population with very
high quality of
life—provided the total
happiness is greater.
This has come to be
known as the
Repugnant Conclusion,
and  Parfit spends
considerable effort
trying to find a way to
avoid it without
abandoning
consequentialism. His
discussion has
spawned an entire
subfield of population
ethics that continues
to engage
philosophers,
economists, and
environmentalists.

Impact
and
Criticism
The influence of

Reasons And
Persons Derek Parfit

cannot be overstated.
It reshaped moral
philosophy, largely by
forcing philosophers to
take population ethics
seriously and by
providing a new
framework for thinking
about personal
identity. Parfit's
reductionist view of
persons has been
adopted (and adapted)
by many contemporary
philosophers, though it
has also faced strong
criticism. Bernard
Williams, for instance,
argued that Parfit's
thought experiments
rely on a misleading
picture of what it
means to care about
our future selves.
Others have
challenged the
Non-ldentity Problem,
suggesting that we can
still have obligations to
future people even if
those people are not
individually harmed.

8 Reasons And Persons Derek

2025-02-21

Parfit



Reasons And Persons Derek Parfit 9

Nevertheless, any
serious discussion of
these topics now must
engage with Parfit's
arguments.

Why
Parfit’s
|deas
Matter
Today

In an age of climate
crisis, pandemics, and
rapid technological
change, the questions
raised in Reasons and
Persons are more
pressing than ever.
Climate change will
affect billions of future
people, but the
Non-Identity Problem
makes it difficult to
argue that any
particular future
person is harmed by

current emissions.
Parfit's work gives us
conceptual tools to
think about these
intergenerational
obligations. Similarly,
advances in Al and
brain-computer

interfaces raise
guestions about
identity and survival
that echo Parfit’s

branch-line cases. His
reductionist view
suggests that we might
not need a continuous
biological body to have
“survived” in a
meaningful sense—a
perspective that is
central to
transhumanist
discussions.

Conclusio
n

Derek Parfit's Reasons
and Persons is a book
that changes how you
see the world. It



challenges deeply held
intuitions about the
self, about rationality,
and about our moral
duties to people who
do not yet exist. Parfit
wrote with
extraordinary clarity
and rigor, never shying
away from
uncomfortable

conclusions. Whether
you are a professional
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engaging with Parfit's
arguments is an
intellectually
transformative
experience. The book
has not aged; it
remains as provocative
and vital as the day it
was published. To read
it is to enter into a
conversation that
spans generations—a
conversation about

philosopher or a reasons, persons, and

curious reader, what ultimately
matters.
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