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Indexical Thisness as a Basic Property!

Some of my friends and | share a common experience. It is one which | think you might
share. Most of us have had an experience where we are struck by just how peculiar it is
that we are the person that we are and not someone else. For me it sometimes happens
in the morning after a dream. Why is it that I'm me and not my mother? Or my father?
Or George W. Bush? Why is it that | do not possess their experiences rather than mine?
Why was | not born in another person’s body, reared by their parents and why haven't |
lived their lives? In these moments, | seem to be aware of a kind of radical contingency
that undergirds my connection to my present body, personality, and past. On many
occasions | can sensibly entertain what it would be like for me to be someone else. But
clearly, I can't be someone else, since I'm me. But there is something that it would be like
for me to be aware as me of being you. It seems that | could possess all of another
person’s physical properties, history, genes, memories, etc. and yet remain me.

But what good are such intuitions? Perhaps they're entirely unreliable. On the other
hand, these conceivability intuitions may just be the result of a reliable faculty for
making conceivability judgments that we philosophers appeal to all the time; even these
conceivability intuitions may have metaphysical implications. Saying what some of those
implications are is the goal of my paper. My thesis is that we possess some property that
is essential to our identity. | name the property in question indexical thisness. | will
argue that this property supervenes neither on physical properties nor on mental
properties. The property is basic, brute in a manner of speaking. | will argue that the
instantiation of this property is a contingent matter, and | will reflect on how its
instantiation might come about. For now I will proceed in three steps. First | will outline
what indexical thisness is. Next, | will argue that it is basic. And finally | will examine an
advantage and an objection to my view.

l. Defining Indexical Thisness

If the intuitions I've pointed are a reliable guide to genuine metaphysical possibility, then
there are possible worlds in which | am you and you are me in a certain sense. The sense
will be that we can exchange a very large number of our properties and yet maintain
personal identity. To see this, let’s start with physical properties. This means that there is
a possible world in which | possess all of your physical properties and you possess all of
my physical properties. And not just at any particular time-slice, but we possess all of
each other’s physical properties for all the time-slices where we exist.2

To show that | might be you and vice versa, we have to talk about more than just physical
properties though; we have to discuss the possible exchange of mental properties too.
Presumably if we can exchange physical properties, then we can exchange at least some
mental ones. So | will have all of your experiences in this world, and you will have mine.
We'll also exchange beliefs, and perhaps even desires. So we have the same set of qualia
properties and propositional attitudes. There is a twist here, however. Our propositional
attitudes and qualia will have the same content, but they may be different attitudes.
Beliefs, desires, and qualia are my beliefs, my desires, and my qualia and your beliefs,
your desires, and your qualia. In other words, it seems like mental properties are
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2 This still holds even if we die at different times. I can have the property of dying in 2042 instead of you
and you can have the property of dying in 2060 rather than me.
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essentially indexed to a subject. But clearly we can switch beliefs in a certain sense. In
this way, | can possessthe content of your beliefs, desires, and qualia.

If two persons can possibly exchange their mental and physical properties, then what is
left for a person to consist in? WhatOs left is a kind ofexistential nub ; a property that

somehow tracks me in whatever possible world in which | have membership . Indexical
thisness is the metaphysical equivalent of a rigid designator. ItOs a property that tracks
and constitutes me in every possible world in which | exist. Here is how | will define

indexical thisness (OITO hereafter) then:

Indexical Thisness (Or§x A property or set of properties which tracks a person-
simpliciter in every possible world in which that person exists.

| use the term OpersorsimpliciterOto just denote a person stripped of all the properties
that might be exchanged with another without a loss of personal identity . Also, | take
properties to be properties of objects composed of certain parts. A person is an object
composed of parts then, and posses®s IT essentially. | want to remain neutral about

what sort of parts a person is composed of. This paper attempts to be neutral between
whether a person has only material parts, only immaterial pa rts, or some combination of
the two. For the purpo ses of this paper, | will take objects as primitive.

We often think that a personOs personality is essential toher; people are often thought to
be defined by their traits. Perhaps having a particular fully developed human person
requires a personality of a certain sort, but the core of that personOs identity does nd. IT
is certainly a necessary condition for a full human self, but | do not know whether it is

sufficient. That is not my concern here. | wish only to say what IT is, and what
connection it ha s to familiar aspects of the actual world.

Il. Does Indexical Thisness supervene?
In this section, | will address three questions:

a) DoesIT supervene onsome physical property or properties?
b) DoesIT supervene onsome mental property or properties ?
c) NeedIT supervene at all?

I]‘ Wha:[ | have claimed in the first section is correct, the answer to all three questions is
ONo.O I will now provide arguments to this effect.

lla. Does IT supervene on physical properties?
IT does not supervene on physical properties. Here is the argument:

1) If IT supervenes on a physical property, then IT will at least nomologically
supervene on a physical property.

2) If IT nomologically superveneson a physical property, then IT tracks a physical
property in every possible wor Id with the same physical laws.

3) Itis not that case that IT track s a physical property in every possible world with
the same physical laws

4) Itis not the case that IT supervenes on any physical property.



