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Abstract
Multiple selves is a conventional assumption in behavioural welfare economics
for modelling intrapersonal well-being. Yet an important question is which self has
normative authority over the other. In this paper, we tackle this ethical question from
the ontological question of personal persistence: what does it take for an individual to
persist from one time to another? We review the main theories of personal persistence
offered in analytic philosophy and discuss the philosophical problems related to the
unified self assumption as an alternative to the multiple selves assumption in normative economics. We discuss two main issues. First, most of the authors defending a
unified account of the self in normative economics tend to consider the question of
identity over time from an ethical viewpoint but not from an ontological viewpoint.
We argue that the ethical viewpoint is misleading because it reduces the question
of personal persistence to the question of personhood. Second, we discuss the fact
that the unified account of the self endorsed in the critical literature of behavioural
welfare economics assumes the narrative view of personal persistence. Because of
its many philosophical objections, we argue, however, that the narrative view cannot
provide a satisfying account of identity.
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Introduction

With the growing interest of behavioural economics in the evaluation, recommendation
and prescription of public policy (Thaler and Sunstein 2003, 2009), a conventional assumption is to consider each individual as being composed of at least two selves: a farsighted ‘planner’ and a myopic ‘doer’ (Thaler and Shefrin 1981), ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ states
(Camerer et al. 2003), or an automatic system 1 and a reflective system 2 (Kahneman
2011).1 In a nutshell, the myopic doer/hot states/system 1 are the selves in which decisions are driven by fast thinking or made in the heat of the moment (e.g. eating a cake),
whereas the far-sighted planner/cold states/system 2 are the selves in which decisions
are driven by slow thinking or made reasonably (e.g. avoiding the temptation of eating
a cake). This dual conception assumes that individuals may take decisions they later regret, and that their normative authority is better located in the far-sighted planner, cold
states or system 2.2 However, such an assumption of multiple selves presents a major
difficulty from a philosophical viewpoint: how to locate individual normative authority
when it is left unclear which of the preferences of the many possible selves are truly
normatively relevant? In a recent appraisal of the value of individual autonomy in libertarian paternalism, Sunstein (2019) acknowledges this problem when he raises doubts
regarding the arbitrariness of making ethical judgements about which self has normative
authority over the other. In his words,
‘What doers do might be one of the most significant and best experiences of their lives —
even if they would have chosen otherwise in advance and perhaps even if they regret it
afterwards. . . . Why does John or Edith deserve authority at Time 1 or Time 3, rather than
Time 2? What makes either of their views authoritative or authentic, rather than the choice
at Time 2?’ (69-75)

Similarly, Kahneman (1994) raises an important ethical concern when observing the
conflicting evaluations of patients during and after being subject to painful experiments:
‘The history of an individual through time can be described as a succession of separate selves,
which may have incompatible preferences, and may take decisions that affect subsequent
selves . . . Which of these selves should be granted authority over outcomes that will be
experienced in the future?’ (31)
1

Note that Kahneman’s (2011) dual system does not necessarily commit itself to a multiple selves
view, as system 1 and system 2 can be understood as different processing subroutines (see Kahneman
(2011 [Ch.1]). The author makes it clear that system 1 and system 2 ‘are fictious characters . . . [they]
are not systems in the standard sense of entities with interacting aspects or parts’ (29). The same can be
said for the planner-doer model of Thaler and Shefrin (1981). Although the authors explicitly make the
assumption of a ‘two-self economic man’ (394), they introduce their model ‘by viewing the individual as
an organization’ (394), i.e. not a literal representation of multiple selves. Yet the models of Kahneman
(2011) and Thaler and Shefrin (1981) seem well compatible with a multiple selves approach to identity
as (i) they assume a conflict of preferences inside the same individual and (ii) such a conflict of preference
is spread over time.
2
Those types of decision are mostly represented by the known psychological phenomenon of selfcontrol failure. Self-control failure is explained by several models of decision-making, such as quasihyperbolic time discounting — which encapsulates the idea that individuals have present-bias preferences
(Laibson 1997) — or an axiomatic foundation of the ranking of commitment, temptation, and cost of selfcontrol (Gul and Pesendorfer 2001). In the present paper, we are however not exclusively concerned with
self-control failure but with any kind of intertemporal choice that may affect one’s well-being, e.g. how
much to save for retirement, how to invest, whether to buy a house, whether to have children or whom to
marry (Loewenstein and Thaler 1989).
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This philosophical problem is particularly salient when one makes the assumption of
multiple selves. Indeed, ethical questions such as what the relationship between different selves are, or whether selves differ in the same ways as individuals differ seem to
be unavoidable from a philosophical perspective. Yet the multiple selves assumption is
not the only way to describe intertemporal choice. For various reasons some authors
are sceptical about the multiple selves assumption and instead propose an alternative
assumption of the unified self, in which the individual is represented as a unified being
through time.
Among these authors, Sugden (2004) drops the multiple selves assumption in his
reconstruction of welfare economics without the concept of preference by considering
instead the individual as ‘a continuing locus of responsibility ... to the extent that, at
each moment in her life, she identifies with her own actions, past, present, and future’
(1018). In his theory of identity in economics, Davis (2011) criticises the fragmentation and dissolution of the individual into multiple selves and argues that a criterion of
identity should satisfy what he calls the individuation and reidentification criteria (to be
discussed below). The author argues that a unified concept of the self based on a capability approach (Nussbaum and Sen 1993) best satisfies his two criteria. In a similar trend,
Hédoin (2015) has a narrative view of identity based on Korsgaard’s (1989) definition
of agency, which he argues, palliates the problem that selves cannot be attributed moral
responsibility. Furthermore, the philosophical issues related to identity in behavioural
welfare economics lead Dold and Schubert (2018) to suggest that ‘the dualistic concepts
of the individual should be abandoned in favor of a notion of a unified self that is constituted by its capacity to learn and reflect upon new preferences on a continuous basis’
(221). Although appealing, the main problem with most of these alternative views of the
unified self is that they are based on ethical assumptions rather than on ontological theories about what makes an individual truly one.3 But arguing how an individual remains
the same from one time to another inevitably results in debating about the ontological
status of what it takes for an individual to persist over time.
The aim of this article is to clarify the philosophical difficulties of endorsing the assumption of the unified self as an alternative to the multiple selves assumption in normative economics. To our knowledge, these difficulties have not been investigated yet.
The literature of identity-and-economics is, of course, extensive and goes beyond the
philosophical problems of behavioural welfare economics (Akerlof and Kranton 2000,
2010; Davis 2003; Kirman and Teschl 2004). We do not, however, exclude the possibility for our study to be relevant to the broader program of identity-and-economics,
nor to normative economics in general. By behavioural welfare economics (BWE) we
refer to the literature, which reinterprets normative economics when individuals have
incoherent preferences.4 We include in this literature Camerer et al. (2003), Thaler and
Sunstein (2003, 2009), Bernheim and Rangel (2007, 2008, 2009) and Bernheim (2009,
2016).5 The ethical problems of BWE related to identity have particularly been a matter
3

An exception is Davis (2011), to be discussed below.
Here we avoid focusing on why preferences can be incoherent (e.g. present bias, framing effect or loss
aversion), as it would add nothing relevant to the goal of the present paper. That means we merely consider
incoherent preferences to be synonymous with preference reversals: the case in which an individual prefers
A to B and then B to A at two different times.
5
There is also the adversarial anti-welfarist approach of Sugden (2004, 2018) that we do not include
in behavioural welfare economics because it is merely not welfarist. For a general review of the normative
4

3

of interest for Ferey (2011), Lecouteux (2015) and Hédoin (2015) in relation to Parfit’s
(1984) theory of identity. Although we have no particular objection to the philosophical
issues of the multiple selves assumption raised by these authors, we argue that making
the unified self assumption is nonetheless no less problematic as it requires economists to
justify the underlying personal persistence theory on which their conception of identity
is based. We introduce the literature of personal persistence into this ‘multiple selves versus unified self ’ debate in normative economics which, we argue, is an important matter
of interest for two reasons.
First, personal persistence provides what we judge to be a better framework for discussing the relationship between identity and ethics. The point is that many of the
alternative assumptions of the unified self proposed in the literature do not take an ontological but an ethical viewpoint of the criterion of identity. To make sense of the distinction between these two viewpoints, consider the following example. If John changes
his preferences over time (e.g. he wishes he had not eaten the cake yesterday), it is
not clear which of his possible conflicting preferences over time should be considered
as ‘more important to him’. The ethical viewpoint would try to define the concept of
personhood (typically an individual endowed with some psychological properties) and
then, on the assumption that John is a person, would try to make sense of the identity of
John over time (e.g. John persists over time because he is a person who has the ability
of thinking about his past and future actions and then making sense of all his actions).
According to the ethical viewpoint of identity, it is the moral authority of some selves (or
one self) of an individual over his other selves that defines personal identity over time.
In contrast, the ontological viewpoint would try to find out what makes John persisting
from one time to another and then to see what the ethical implications for John could be
(e.g. whether it makes sense that the preferences of John today have more importance
than the preferences of John yesterday). Our position is that if we cannot first provide
philosophical support for the idea that John is actually the same individual from one
time to another based on some ontological criterion of identity, then it seems obscure
to advance ethical rules to determine which one of the many possible preferences of
John should be granted normative authority. But if we can support the idea that John is
the same individual from one time to another (given some relations, e.g. psychological
ones), then, and only then, does it make sense to ground normative authority on some
specific features (e.g. psychological ones). As things stand, we argue that the ethical
viewpoint of identity is methodologically misleading since the question of identity over
time cannot be reduced to the question of personhood (‘what does it take for something
to be a person?’).6 In fact, solving ethical problems of identity in normative economics
program, which aims at ‘reconciling normative and behavioural economics’ in response to the observation
that individuals have incoherent preferences, see McQuillin and Sugden (2012).
6
Although distinguishing the personal persistence question (‘what does it take for a person to persist
from one time to another?’) and the personhood question (‘what is it to be a person, as opposed to a
nonperson?’), we do not deny that these two questions are strictly related. As a matter of fact, one may
counter that some solutions to problems posed for instance by fusion thought experiments involve changing
the understanding of persons (e.g. understanding persons as diverging time-worms). Furthermore, we
do not deny that it appears meaningful, at first glance, to reduce questions about the relation between
personal persistence and ethics to the question of personhood. What we want to stress here is that the
personal persistence question and the personhood question concern two different (still strictly related)
issues, which must not be confused. It is in fact the persistence question that animated the metaphysical
discussion on personal identity over time, as it has been formulated for instance by Williams (1970) and
Nozick (1981). For a presentation of several possible framings of the problem of identity (in terms of
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does not necessarily require making ethical judgements about the constitution of personhood. Instead, one has good reason to proceed in a different way, focusing first of all
on the ontological criterion of identity over time, which is the basis for the way persons
persist.
Second, the literature of personal persistence — as yet unknown to the literature of
identity-and-economics — enlightens the difficulties associated with the current alternative assumptions of the unified self proposed in the critical literature of BWE. More
particularly, some economists who are sceptical about the multiple selves assumption
endorse the narrative view of the unified self in order to avoid the philosophical problems associated with the multiple selves assumption (Sugden 2004, 2018; Davis 2011;
Hédoin 2015; Gallois and Hédoin 2017; Dold and Schubert 2018). We however bring
about some philosophical arguments that give us good reason to be also sceptical about
the narrative view of identity.
The rest of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 introduces an example of the
identity problem in ethics applied to BWE. Section 3 contrasts our ontological approach
of identity with related literature. Section 4 presents the framework of personal persistence by formalising the criterion of identity over time. Section 5 reviews the main
theories of personal persistence offered in analytic philosophy. We show that most of
the alternative unified self assumptions proposed in the critical literature of BWE cope
with the narrative view of personal persistence. We argue that those assumptions of the
unified self are no less criticisable than the multiple selves assumption because (i) they
tend to define identity from an ethical viewpoint and (ii) because the narrative view is
philosophically problematic. Section 6 concludes and briefly discusses the relevance of
our ‘ontological-first’ approach for normative economics, paving the way for further research.
Two useful clarifications should be stated early. First, we deliberately (and whenever needed) privilege the term personal persistence instead of identity in order to use a
more accurate terminology — albeit it is not absurd to consider ‘identity over time’ as
a synonym of ‘persistence’. One reason is that identity is a potential result rather than
an assumption in the literature of personal persistence. After a careful investigation of
how temporal selves of individuals are related to each other, identity may, after all, not
be what matters for personal persistence.7 Second, temporal selves instead of multiple
selves is also a privileged terminology because we are here only interested in selves which
differ with respect to their temporality. That being said, we do not deny that the concepts of doers/hot states/system 1, on the one hand, and planners/cold states/system 2,
on the other hand, may be understood as coexisting at any point of time. For example,
the doer tells the individual to eat the tasty cake, while the planner prevents her at the
same time from doing it. In order to be consistent with models of intertemporal choice,
personhood, persistence and others), see Olson (2020). We come back to the relation between persistence
and personhood questions in Sections 4 and 5.
7
This is for example the conclusion of Parfit (1984, 215), according to which identity does not matter
for persistence in terms of survival, as identity and persistence involve different kinds of relations. According to Parfit, identity is a one-to-one relation, while persistence is a one-to-many relation (for instance in
terms of psychological continuity). For an introduction to Parfit’s account of personal survival, see Shoemaker (2019, sec. 2.5.). For critical appraisals of the implication of Parfit’s theory of personal persistence
to BWE, see Ferey (2011, 746-747), Lecouteux (2015, 403-407) and Hédoin (2015, 98-102).

5

we consider however individual behaviour to be a matter of preference reversal over time,
where the preference of one self overrules the preference of the other self at the point of
time when the decision is being made.

2

The Ethical Problem of Identity

Our starting point is the question raised by Sunstein (2019) and Kahneman (1994) about
the ethical implications of incoherent preferences: which of the many possible conflicting
preferences of an individual over time should be considered as normatively relevant? Before
introducing our ontological framework and see how it can provide a better viewpoint
compared to the related literature, it is first necessary to set the ethical problem of identity in terms of multiple selves, as originally formulated. This is helpful not only to
explain how the multiple selves assumption fails to ground normative rules for individual decision-making, but also to critically assess the ‘unified self ’ alternatives to such an
ethical problem.
Assuming the view of multiple selves, an individual I can be considered over time as
a collection of a finite number of temporal selves {s1 , ..., sn }, where si is a temporal self
which exists at a given time ti . Let i = {1, ..., 100} be the index of time. Imagine that
at t1 , s1 preferred A to B, whereas now, at t100 , s100 changes her mind and prefers B to
A.8 As shared by Sunstein (2019) and Kahneman (1994), one central matter of concern
in intertemporal choice is which one of the two (or of the many other) selves has/have
normative authority.9 We first consider several intuitive ethical rules and argue that they
all suffer from being arbitrary. We then argue in Section 3 that the ethical problem of
identity constitutes a practical burden for economists, particularly when these rules are
based on evidence. This brings us to the formulation of the ethical problem of identity
in the ontological framework of personal persistence, which we introduce in Section 4.

2.1

The Present Rule

One rule could state that s100 overrules s1 because what matters is what happens now.
That means that an individual is the master of her own well-being at each of her present
temporal parts. This rule gives the present self full responsibility for her own actions. In
this sense, it is well aligned with the liberal tradition of the consumer sovereignty principle in economics, where each si is the best judge of her own well-being at ti . Instead
of looking for which preferences count as normatively relevant, this rule is compatible
with Sugden’s (2004, 2018) view that economists should rather promote institutional arrangements so that individuals can seek what they want — disregarding how incoherent
their preferences are.
8

This example is a version of McMahan (2002, 497) formulated on our own. For a discussion of
intertemporal change of preferences without multiple selves, see Ainslie (1975).
9
By ‘normative authority’ we mean ‘moral responsibility on all the other selves’. The relationship
between personal persistence and ethics is typically about the justification of one’s actions (or choices)
through time. John can be held responsible for some past, present and future actions only if he is actually
the same individual who made, makes, or will make those actions. Also, John can justify his concerns for
his future self only if such self will actually be John (and not somebody else). For a presentation of the
relationship between personal persistence and ethics, see Shoemaker (2019).
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2.2

The Priority Rule

Another rule could state that what matters is the preference of the first temporal self.
That means that if s1 expresses a preference for A over B, then s1 overrules s100 . This rule
is likely to hold on the important condition that s1 contracts with her (not yet existing)
future selves. The contract would specify that s1 takes full responsibility for the consequences of her preference for s100 , no matter what they are. Such rule would however
be endorsed by BWE only if it appears that s1 is the far-sighted planner, cold state or
system 2. But if not, s1 is making a mistake and her preference would not be considered
to be normatively relevant.
The main problem with both of these rules is that they seem quite arbitrary from
an external viewpoint, particularly when we have no objective criterion to determine
what makes the normative authority of s1 more important than s100 (and conversely).
As Sunstein (2019) puts it, ‘there is no alternative to resorting to some kind of external
standard, involving a judgment about what makes the chooser’s life better, all things
considered’ (79).

2.3

The Objective Rule

Another rule would then aim at shouldering this external standard by trying to determine
an objective criterion that states which self (or selves) has/have normative authority —
no matter their past, present and future status. There may be at least two ways to define
such objective criterion.
2.3.1

The Majority Criterion

One may say that if most of the selves among the finite number of all the selves prefer A
to B — say, {s1 , ..., s51 } but not {s52 , ..., s100 } — then fifty-one selves against forty-nine
overrule whatever s100 states, and then the preference of A over B should be taken as
the one which is normatively relevant. This view is explicitly endorsed by Thaler and
Sunstein (2003, 178), who argue that the social planner should choose a choice architecture based on the majority of individuals’ expressed preferences. But if it appears
that the fifty-one selves are the myopic doers and the forty-nine other selves are the farsighted planners, economists may not consider this criterion to be reasonable.
In more specific terms, the majority selves should be expected to have a form of
‘rationality’, ‘consciousness’ or ‘awareness’ so that economists may reasonably think their
judgement to be ‘enlightened’. Thaler and Sunstein (2003, 178) recognise themselves
the limits of the majority criterion, stating that the majority’s choice may simply not be
sufficiently informed, and that those aggregated choices may not promote the majority’s
well-being. Another important problem with the majority criterion is that it assumes
that selves are equally weighted, but it does not have to be so.
2.3.2

The Weighting Criterion

One may say that the issue is to know which of the finite number of all the selves is
the ‘supreme’ one. For example, assume only s30 and s100 prefer B to A (among all the
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remaining selves), and we discover from certain knowledge that s30 has supreme normative authority. Using this objective rule, we could therefore account for the preference of
s30 . This view is endorsed by Bernheim and Rangel (2007, 2008, 2009). Although the
authors do not explicitly refer to a weighting criterion, their extension of the revealed
preference framework to welfare analysis requires a minimal guidance to individual wellbeing through choice data. On their account, only the ‘fully rational’ self counts for welfare analysis, even if most of the remaining selves prefer A to B. This view is however
not without problems.
We may obviously question what the good reasons are to make us believe that one
self should be given more weight at one time of her life instead of another. It seems
that cognitive capacities are here important: some temporal selves could be eliminated
from the possibility of having any normative authority — typically those belonging to
childhood. But then, we need to determine what the ‘mature and reasonable’ period of
one’s life is. Assume that some evidence could tell us which period of one’s life tends
to be associated with one’s true preference, e.g. all temporal selves included in the set
[s30 , ..., s40 ], and assume that we could somehow determine such interval. It would also
require that the preferences of the selves which belong to this interval remain relatively
stable. But recall that the initial problem of BWE is to find a way to reinterpret normative economics when individuals have incoherent preferences. This means that if one self
which belongs to the set [s30 , ..., s40 ] has incoherent preferences, we are no further along.
There can be other objective criteria to overcome this problem, e.g. considering the
mean value of the interval (here t35 ) as the instant when the temporal self has normative
authority. The problem with any kind of objective criterion is, however, that they rule
out the possibility of idiosyncratic preferences. In other terms, a general rule of individual well-being waives the possibility that individuals can perceive their ‘mature and
reasonable’ period of life differently. For example, some may make more sense of their
life as a whole at s67 , while others do it at s24 .

3

The Ontological Viewpoint on Personal Persistence

The ethical problem of identity in BWE seems, from a practical viewpoint, quite a burden
for economists to solve — particularly when they have no expertise in determining on
which general criterion they can base normative authority. Perhaps only economists’ personal ethical judgements can help them out, but those ethical judgements are far from
being self-evident and are far from being subject to consensual agreement. For example,
Bernheim (2016) justifiably underlines the problem of ‘heavily value-laden language’
(38-39), such as ‘present bias’ and ‘self-control problems’, which assumes that individuals have unitary preferences and equate well-being with exponential-discounted utility.
Sunstein (2019, 69) also emphasises that true happiness might be interpreted as living at
the moment. That is to say, there is no a priori reason to consider the present rule as less
important than any other rule. In addition, it is not impossible that ethical judgements
made by economists (who are human after all), expressed in terms of preferences, are
also subject to incoherence from one time to another.
A social choice alternative that we do not engage with in the present paper is to of8

fer an ethical account of how to aggregate well-being over the temporal selves. In his
discussion related to the philosophical issues of identity in BWE, Hédoin (2015, 84-88)
specifically tackles the ethical problem of identity from this perspective by formulating
a social welfare function of BWE. According to this function, the social planner maximises the weighted sum of the selves’ utilities of a given population with respect to an
exogenous weighting parameter. The author points out the difficulty of knowing the
weight of each self in the decision, especially when there are no other alternatives than
making ethical judgements about which selves’ decisions are considered to be more normatively relevant than others (89). This social choice alternative is also well recognised
by Sunstein (2019), who notes that
‘the experiencing self might have too little regard for the remembering self, but the converse
is also true. It is not clear that either deserves priority. To know, we might have to make some
moral judgments, or offer some account of how to aggregate well-being over time.’ (76)

Aggregating well-being over time would however ultimately yield to the arbitrary
ethical rules previously discussed.10 This is particularly the difficulty we aim to avoid
by focusing on the ethical problem of identity not from a social choice perspective (how
to aggregate individual well-being at the intrapersonal level) but from a personal persistence perspective (what makes an individual one over time). Although we are not at all
against the social choice alternative, we take the ethical issue of identity at its roots by
focusing on the criterion of identity over time. The way we see the ethical identity problem introduced above is that any answer coming up to determine the moral authority of
an individual requires us to make an essential reference to personal persistence. To put
it differently, we defend what we believe to be the receivable view that what makes an
individual morally responsible for her own action at a given time is a question that cannot be answered without first asking ourselves what makes that same individual persist
over time.11 That is to say, the individual I can be held responsible for her past and future
actions only if I is the same individual from one time to another. Importantly, contrary
to the critical literature of BWE which bases identity on ethical claims (to be discussed
below), we add that we do not say anything on what is required to have moral responsibility. Otherwise our approach would take the same path as this related literature. We
specifically aim to avoid any ethical stance which assumes or defines the concept of a
morally responsible individual in order not to ‘bias’ our enquiry of what makes an individual persist over time. This ‘unbiased stance’ is required if we do not want to first
make (arbitrary) ethical claims about what morally responsible individuals are, and then
conclude on what makes the individual persist from one time to another. This means we
aim to take the reverse stance of Sugden (2004), Hédoin (2015) and Dold and Schubert
(2018) in their account of identity. We first ask what makes an individual persist over
time and then this ontological enquiry will help us comment on the ethical problems
faced in normative economics. Accordingly, we will from now on use the term ‘person’
to define an individual who has moral responsibility, and we shall insist that, contrary to
the related literature, we do not say anything on what is required to have moral responsibility.12
10

We of course do not mean these rules to be exhaustive. Any other rule is receivable, for it has reasons
to be justified.
11
We say ‘receivable’ because some philosophers object to the view that any ontological or metaphysical
question about personal persistence is relevant to our moral practical concerns (Rovane 1998; Conee 1999;
Johnson 2017).
12
In any case, one may simply argue that to take a position on what it takes for a living entity to have
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In addition, it would be in our view misleading to seek evidence if one wants to define personal identity. Evidence would provide what is required to reasonably claim that
a person persists over time, e.g. observing the physical properties of an individual over
time. But evidence is in fact neither necessary for personal identity over time — one may
change some physical properties and/or forget some of her past events, but nonetheless
persist over time — nor sufficient for that — we may imagine the case in which there
is another person, who resembles a friend of ours, and is aware of the most important
events of her life. In other terms, evidence provides answers to the so-called evidence
question ‘how do we find out whether a person at one time is numerically identical to
a person at another time?’ (i.e. ‘what evidence do we need to maintain that a person
we see today is or is not the same person we saw yesterday?’), but not to the ontological
question ‘what are the constitutive conditions of personal identity over time?’ (i.e. ‘what
does it take for a person to persist from one time to another?’).
In order to avoid (i) intuitive reasoning that relies on common sense about which self
has normative authority; (ii) a social choice approach which would consist in proposing
ethical rules to aggregate intrapersonal well-being, and (iii) the evidential limits of defining personal identity, we propose to formulate the identity problem of BWE within the
framework of personal persistence from an ontological viewpoint. Contrary to the evidence viewpoint, we ask ourselves what the constitutive conditions of personal identity
over time are instead of what the factual evidence is to conclude that a person persists
over time. In the next section, we introduce such framework (Buonomo 2018) and then
discuss in Section 5 four main theories that aim at explaining the unification of an individual’s temporal selves.

4

The Criterion of Identity over Time

The problem of personal persistence consists in focusing on the criteria of identity over
time. A criterion of personal identity over time can be defined as the completion Φ of
the following schema.
Let x be an entity that exists at time ti and y an entity that exists at time tj .
Let also P x ∨ P y, where P is the property of being a person.13
Then x = y if and only if Φ(x, y), where = is the relation of numerical identity over time,
and Φ is the constitutive condition whereby the identity of x and y is determined.
moral properties is a question that belongs to metaethics. We however elaborate in the next section our
position regarding the relevant question of whether personal persistence, when related to ethics, is not
ultimately reduced to the question of personhood (‘what does it take for something to be a person?’).
13
Such criterion of identity over time seems to violate Leibniz’s indiscernibility of identicals, which
states that x = y =⇒ ∀F (F x ⇐⇒ F y). That is, if two entities x and y are identical then they share all
the same properties F . In this matter, one may find preferable to use ‘xIy’ to denote the identity relation,
as ‘xIy ⇐⇒ x = y’ does not have to hold if we offer alternative interpretations of the I-relation (we thank
one anonymous referee for pointing out this to us). Although we are very much sympathetic to this remark,
asking for Leibniz’s indiscernibility of identicals for identity over time appears too strict — a least too strict
for the contemporary approach of personal persistence. Indeed, one may find it reasonable to think that
things persist over time (i.e. they remain numerically identical over time) even when they change their
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Numerical identity is to be distinguished from qualitative identity. Two things are
‘qualitatively identical’ if they share the same properties (e.g. two identical papers),
whereas they are ‘numerically identical’ if they are one thing, and not more than one
(e.g. the paper you are reading right now). More generally, we can say that two things
are qualitatively identical if and only if they resemble each other exactly, whereas they
are numerically identical if and only if they are one and the same thing. By the logical
disjunction ∨, we mean that we do not impose the condition that both x and y remain a
person from ti to tj . This is an important distinction to be made, as the critical literature
of BWE typically assumes that (i) a person exists over time and (ii) her relationship with
her future selves is necessarily related to another person. Such conception of identity is
shared by Sugden (2004), who defines a responsible agent as a human being who
‘treats her past actions as her own, whether or not they were what she now desires them to
have been. Similarly, she treats her future actions as her own, even if she does not yet know
what they will be, and whether or not she expects them to be what she now desires them to
be.’ (1018)

Similarly, Hédoin (2015) defines a responsible agent as a human being which is
‘responsible for all her actions and is interested in the consequences not only of her present
action but also in the consequences of the future ones.’ (99)

These conceptions of identity already assume that there is no sense to argue about a
person being an embryo in the past or a human in a vegetative state in the future since
they see identity as a relationship between persons defined as e.g. rational thinkers (as
in the psychological view presented below) or as a psychological unity defined by a narrative (as in the narrative view presented below). In our present framework, we however
do not want to make such essentialist assumption about persons because it would tend
to reduce the question of personal persistence to (i) the question of the ontological nature of persons (‘what are we really?’), or (ii) the question of the concept of personhood
(‘what does it take for something to be a person?’) or even (iii) the question about the
biographical identity of persons (‘who am I?’).14
We recognise that the relationship of personal persistence with these three questions
may be intimately linked when ethics is involved. Some may argue that for the sake of
our practical moral concerns, individuals persist over time by some psychological relation
between their moral properties, which eventually constitute their identity. They may
think that ethics inevitably forces us to endorse an essentialist personhood account of
identity, as it seems irrelevant to be concerned with embryos or humans in a vegetative
state — who by nature do not have the ability to produce any thought. But to argue
that identity presupposes morality (or any kind of psychological relation) seems a very
strong claim. In fact, early conditions of identity related to moral properties would make
us think that a concept of the unified self necessarily has to be either psychological or
narrative. We particularly think of the following identity conditions proposed by Hédoin
(2015) based on Korsgaard’s (1989) representation of agency.
properties. For instance, consider John being ten years old and John being forty years old. The physical
and mental properties of ten-years-old-John and forty-years-old-John are likely to be different (e.g. they
have different heights, ways of thinking, etc.). But if we take Leibniz’s indiscernibility of identicals to be
true, ten-years-old-John and forty-years-old-John cannot be identical. In short, Leibniz’s indiscernibility
of identicals seems reasonable for synchronic identity, but not for diachronic identity.
14
Some philosophers of personal persistence do impose the condition that P x ∧ P y instead of P x ∨ P y
(Swinburne 1984; Lowe 2012), which can be referred to as ‘personal essentialism’.
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• Boundary condition. I can be relatively easily identified as being I through her
agency, including intertemporal agency.
• Narrative condition. I thinks of herself as a unit of agency and can make sense of
the continuity of her decisions made in the past and the decisions she is thinking
to make in the future.
The narrative condition presented here cannot be an assumption of personal persistence since nothing a priori tells us what constitutes the relationship between different
temporal selves. This leads us to impose the following informative conditions of a criterion of identity. A condition of identity Φ is informative if:
(Non-triviality). It has a different meaning from, or at least is not logically equivalent
to the identity it constitutes.
(Non-redundancy). It should be logically possible that x and y do not satisfy Φ.
(Non-identity-involving). It does not presuppose the identity it should demonstrate.
Otherwise, the criterion of identity is uninformative. For example, the statement
‘x = y if and only if they are the same entity’ is trivial and identity-involving because it
has the same meaning and presupposes the identity it ought to demonstrate. In contrast,
the narrative view, which states that ‘x = y if and only if they can make sense of their
psychological continuity’ is not trivial, nor redundant, nor identity-involving.
In the next section we review and discuss the main theories of personal persistence
offered in the literature of analytic philosophy in the light of the framework we have
just introduced. The presentation of these theories nurtures the ‘multiple selves versus
unified self ’ debate in normative economics in the way that it exposes several possible
views of the unified self, which are not necessarily narrative. Importantly, knowing that
the narrative view is dominant in the critical literature of BWE, we discuss few of its
philosophical problems. Because of the objections associated with most of the theories
of personal persistence we present, we end up suggesting that economists interested
in the ethical identity problem of BWE should better allocate their efforts in making
correct assumptions about the ontology of individuals rather than trying to make correct
assumptions about personhood.

Theories of Personal Persistence15

5
5.1

The Psychological View

The psychological view claims that an individual is identical over time in virtue of some
psychological aspects such as memories, intentions, beliefs, goals, desires, and similarity
of character (Parfit 1984, 204-209). This view can be stated as follows.
15

The present section is largely based on the taxonomy of Shoemaker (2019), who reviews the main
theories of personal persistence and discusses their various normative implications. Whenever needed, we
associate each view of the unified self proposed in the critical literature of BWE with the underlying theory
of personal persistence it endorses.
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Let x be an entity that exists at time ti and y an entity that exists at time tj .
Let also P x ∨ P y, where P is the property of being a person.
Then x = y if and only if x and y are connected by some given psychological relations.
This view has had by far the most advocates, mainly because of its practical appeal:
how can y be responsible for the actions of x if she is not the inheritor of x’s psychology?
Yet one issue concerning the psychological criterion is that it seems to imply that personhood is one’s essence — i.e. that an individual cannot exist without being a person.
But as previously argued, the question of personal persistence cannot be reduced to the
question of personhood.16
Another important issue is that the notion of ‘psychological’ is not well specified as
it may contain many aspects such as memories, intentions, beliefs, goals, desires, and
important for economics, preferences. But the main concern of BWE is specifically about
finding a normative approach to economics when some psychological aspects of individuals, principally individuals’ preferences, are incoherent for reasons economists do not
fully understand (Bernheim 2016, 13). A continuity of incoherent preferences would
then need to justify how these incoherent preferences are actually continuous, which
seems a challenge one cannot face without relying on some essentialist assumptions.
These essentialist assumptions would be e.g. the existence of a far-sighted planner, or
the existence of true preference, which is an essential property of the ‘inner rational
agent’ (Infante, Lecouteux, and Sugden 2016). But can we assume that one’s identity is
located in one’s psychological property that neither behavioural economists nor neuroeconomists are able to locate?
Furthermore, it seems presumptuous to argue that one is constituted by an inner rational agent which is the source of one’s normative authority (and potentially also one’s
identity), but also that this economic agent cannot make way for other ‘psychological
roles’ when she makes a decision, e.g. making a decision as a parent or a wife.17 It is
16

One may object that this is not necessarily true for all psychological accounts of persistence, as it
is the case for the Parfitian reductionist account. Indeed, one may argue that Parfit (1984) endorses a
reductionist view of personhood, which should not be confused with the assumption that personal identity
is primitive. However, using this Parfitian counterexample as a general defence for psychological accounts
of personal identity is actually misleading. This is because the Parfitian account is a very specific and
non-standard account of personal persistence, which is characterised by the (very non-standard) rejection
of the assimilation between ‘personal identity’ and ‘personal persistence’ — commonly summarised in
Parfit’s famous sentence ‘identity does not matter for survival’. Given this account, the ethical claim of
personal identity is prioritised, whereas the ontological question follows. Our intention here is not to
discuss Parfit’s approach, but rather to reject the use of Parfit’s reductionist psychological approach as
the standard approach for psychological views on personal identity. We stress that Parfit provides a very
specific and not generalisable argument to face the first objection against psychological views. On the
revisionary aspects of Parfit’s theory, see Rovane (1998, 11) and Martin (1998, 15).
17
We suspect some readers to answer that point by saying that a decision of a parent or a wife is outside
the scope of economic theory, and that it is therefore pointless to talk about a behaviour which is not even
taken care of by the theory. If seriously claimed, we believe this point to be misleading, considering
that leading behavioural economists take any sort of behaviour to be explained by intertemporal choice,
such as how much schooling to obtain, whom to marry, or whether to have children (Loewenstein and
Thaler 1989, 181). Thaler and Sunstein (2009) consider any kind of life situation examples to justify
libertarian paternalism, such as avoiding the temptation of eating too much of the cashew bowl nuts
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thus not surprising that no one has so far proposed a convincing account of the psychology of the inner rational agent. This rational agent supposedly has true (or latent)
preferences that are accessible under conditions where she is undistorted from cognitive
biases (Sugden 2015; Lecouteux 2016). But it remains a mystery whether those true
preferences are actually produced or assumed to exist exogenously — as in the neoclassical consumer choice theory.
Arguably, such psychological view may miss something that the critical authors of
BWE have argued to be important for identity: the meaning one attributes to her psychological relations (e.g. desires, intentions, life goals). In his reconstruction of normative economics without the concept of preference, Sugden (2018) argues that it is only
required to assume that an individual is a ‘responsible agent’, who can give a continuous
meaning to each of her own actions at any given period of her life. This seems to avoid
the practical burden of justifying the circumstances under which the selves have normative authority — that is, the circumstances under which they do not make cognitive
mistakes.18
Sugden’s (2004) view is also similar to the way Hédoin (2015) and Dold and Schubert (2018) interpret identity in normative economics. We discuss their narrative view
of identity below. Before doing so, let us briefly introduce another approach that is compatible with our position that personal persistence cannot be reduced to personhood, but
which, at the same time, claims that identity is not a matter of a psychological relation
(an assumption we are so far quite sympathetic to).

5.2

The Physical View

Philosophers who are unsatisfied with the psychological view argue that it should not
be a matter of fact that personhood is the essence of an individual, simply because it
is hard to deny that an embryo who becomes an individual and then a human in a
vegetative state is not the same individual (Olson 1997; Hershenov 2005). Instead, it
would perhaps be more convincing to define a continuous individual with respect to her
physical properties. The physical view can be stated as follows.
Let x be an entity that exists at time ti and y an entity that exists at time tj .
Let also P x ∨ P y, where P is the property of being a person.
Then x = y if and only if x and y are connected by some given physical relations.
Physical relations are not necessarily located in the brain. More generally, the physical view states that physical continuity, which constitutes the biological organism of a
before dinner (40). Camerer et al. (2003, 1244-1245) even consider the decision of committing suicide
as a case for policymaking in their proposition of asymmetric paternalism. All these examples involve
intertemporal choices that go beyond the archaic delimitation of economics to a limited set of decisions
such as consumption, production, saving and investment. Although we do not particularly support the
rhetoric of libertarian paternalism of justifying nudging from any kind of life decision (such as not eating
cashew nuts before dinner or using a GPS), we seriously assume the view that economic theory can explain
any kind of choice that involves intertemporality.
18
For theoretical frameworks of BWE which aim at identifying cognitive mistakes, see Köszegi and
Rabin (2007, 2008), Beshears et al. (2008) and Bernheim (2016).
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human being, is the constitutive condition for personal identity over time, and then for
her persistence.
The physical view seems nonetheless far less appealing from an ethical viewpoint
because it seems irrelevant to locate identity in a physical property that has per se no
function of reasoning or consciousness. But advocates of the physical view typically argue for a biological continuity between all the stages of the body as a whole, e.g. from
an embryo to a rotten skeleton. For a person to be held morally responsible, its biological
relationship should then have the function of producing thoughts that can be assimilated
to a moral continuity. Yet neither an embryo nor a rotten skeleton seems able to produce
any thought.
But this is not the main issue. Assume, for the sake of argument, that we are here
only concerned with a perfectly healthy middle-aged person. Assume her cerebrum is
transplanted into a different living body, and that the resulting person is psychologically exactly the same as the first person (Olson 1997, 43-51; DeGrazia 2005, 51-54).
In virtue of biological continuity, advocates of the physical view would argue that the
cerebrum-less donor remains the same person, while the other cerebrum-receiver is an
imposter. But as Shoemaker (2019, sec. 2.2.) argues, this seems hard to believe.
There are, of course, some replies to this thought experiment (Olson 1997, 70; DeGrazia 2005, 60-61) that are pointless to discuss here. What is important to emphasise
is that the physical view seems unappealing to the ethical problem of identity, and that
it may provide a practical argument for tenants of personhood essentialism. In any case,
since the physical view is not endorsed by any view we are aware of in economics (except perhaps by some neuroeconomists), we will spend no more time discussing it.19 In
contrast, the narrative view introduced below is certainly the one which has the most
tenants in the critical literature of BWE (Sugden 2004, 2018; Hédoin 2015; Gallois and
Hédoin 2017 and Dold and Schubert 2018). We will thus spend more time discussing
its philosophical issues.

5.3

The Narrative View

The psychological condition of identity seems fundamental to ethics. Indeed, the ethical
problem of identity introduced in Section 2 seems to ask the following question: ‘what
psychological characteristics are attributable to the overall individual?’. It is then not
surprising that the narrative view has the most advocates in the critical literature of
BWE. This view can be expressed as follows.
19

In response to Lecouteux’s (2015) criticism, according to which libertarian paternalism presents an
implausible model of identity, Sunstein (2015) mentions the possibility of considering the physical view as
an alternative to Parfit’s reductionist account of identity. In his words, ‘Consider a competing view: in virtue
of the relevant physical facts (for example, the same body, most importantly including the same brain),
Oscar remains the same person over time’ (527 — his emphasis). We do not however believe that this point
is raised seriously by Sunstein (at least not in virtue of avenues of future research on justifying libertarian
paternalism), considering that his question of whose self should be attributed normative authority in
Sunstein (2019) would otherwise be self-defeating. To be specific, if any unified view of the self is a priori
endorsed (e.g. physicalism), there is no point to assume the multiplicity of the selves with respect to their
temporality. For a defence of the physical view — often known as animalism — see Noonan (1998), Olson
(2003) and Blatti and Snowdon (2016).
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Let x be an entity that exists at time ti and y an entity that exists at time tj .
Let also P x ∨ P y, where P is the property of being a person.
Then x = y if and only if x and y are connected by some self-told narrative relations.
In other words, ‘x and y can make sense of their psychological continuity’. The narrative view departs from the psychological view in the sense that it gives a meaning to the
psychological relations of e.g. memories, desires and preferences. In comparison with
the psychological view, it does not take the memories, desires and preferences of one’s
life as merely isolated events, but it weaves them together and gives them some form
of coherence and intelligibility that they would not otherwise have. We can thus see
identity as a story of one’s life according to the circumstances of one’s life (Schechtman
1996, 96-99).20
According to Schechtman (1996), what is more appropriate for the relation between
identity and ethics is not the condition of numerical identity, as we formulate it in our
framework by the relation =, but the condition of characterisation of one’s identity. That
is, the question would not be ‘what are the conditions under which an individual remains
one through time?’ but rather ‘what are the conditions under which various psychological characteristics, experiences, and actions are properly attributable to a person?’ In
other words, the question would be ‘what makes the past or future states a person is
specially concerned about hers?’ We are then back to the essentialist assumption of personhood.
Like Schechtman, the concept of identity endorsed by Sugden (2004, 2018), Hédoin
(2015) and Dold and Schubert (2018) seems to prioritise the characterisation condition
before the numerical condition. These views may presuppose the numerical condition,
but do not give an account for it. In the narrative view, what makes a psychological characteristic attributable to a person (and thus a proper part of her true self) is its ‘correct’
incorporation into the self-told story of her life (MacIntyre 1984, 1989; Taylor 1989;
Schechtman 1996; DeGrazia 2005). Although it could appear that x and y are numerically different, the idea is that they can still be unified by — what we intend to call — a
phenomenological feature of their self-told narrative. While this theory of identity is appealing from the viewpoint of ethics, it has however some serious flaws that we consider
in turn.
First, it is left unclear why we need to tell ourselves a certain story in order to attribute
to ourselves a unity of the events in our life, taken as a whole. As Shoemaker (2019, sec.
2.3.) puts it, we may have a robust psychological unity without having told ourselves
any kind of story — and this story we are telling ourselves might simply be wrong (or
in accordance with the vocabulary of behavioural economics, ‘biased’). We might also
want this narrative to be seen from a third-person viewpoint, i.e. independently from the
first-person viewpoint. But the continuous self can constantly revise her own self-story.
Another point raised by Shoemaker (2019) is that narrative unity seems to be a fuzzy
condition of identity because it is left unclear that ‘intelligible’ actions (or choices) are
20

Note that the capacity of an individual to provide a self-told narrative can be rooted in things other
than psychological abilities, such as culture and social practices. In this sense, the narrative view is not
only closely related to the psychological view but also to the sociological view (discussed below).
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those for which the agent is morally responsible. As he argues, ‘actions of children and
the insane can be perfectly intelligible — even intelligible within some kind of narrative
structure — without being those for which the agents are accountable’ (sec. 7.). In the
ethical problem of identity introduced in Section 2, many would find it unreasonable
to attribute normative authority to the childhood selves, although the narrative of one’s
childhood may actually have the strongest structure among all one’s other narratives.
That is, we would intend to think that it is not the interval of the temporal selves during
childhood which is normatively relevant, but everything that happens afterwards. But
tenants of narrativity would argue that we should account for all selves of one’s life, and
then weave their preferences together by some overall narrative. We however suspect
many economists to reject this view because a form of ‘reason’ or ‘rationality’ seems far
more appealing to characterise moral accountability than a narrative one.
Second, the narrative view endorsed in the critical literature of BWE leads to the following disturbing paradox. Recall that authors who reject the assumption of multiple
selves also reject the idea that a far-sighted planner exists in virtue of her rational capacities to know what is best for her. But at the same time, they account for a narrative
unity which supposes that one can — through some psychological process that is, by the
way, also left unexplained — make an ‘intelligible’ (not to say ‘rational’) story by which
all one’s choices are collected into a unified narrative. It is true that the continuous individual as presented in the narrative view does not presuppose that one has coherent
preferences at each period of time. As Sugden (2004, 2018) puts it, the individual can
have incoherent preferences and yet — we add, based on a mysterious psychological
ability — make ‘sense’ of this continuity. This would however assume that there exists a
supreme self (as the one in the weighting criterion of Section 2) that can indeed make
sense and collect those incoherent preferences into a coherent (or intelligible) story. But
this cannot be so, because the narrative view states that all mental states of one’s life, once
gathered together meaningfully, make the case that the self is unified. Who this supreme
‘phenomenological’ self is remains nonetheless an open question. In our view, it is merely
a soul or a ghost. The characterisation condition of Schechtman (1996) thus becomes
unappealing to us because the unity of a narrative — as we have just argued — requires
a unity of the self who tells such a story. This ultimately presupposes strict numerical
personal identity (MacIntyre 1984, 206-208; DeGrazia 2005, 114). The point is that in
the narrative view, one cannot be a person who has an identity unless one weaves the
various experiences of one’s life together into a unified story. But as Shoemaker (2019)
puts it, ‘the identity of that subject of experiences must be preserved across time for its
experiences to be so gathered up’ (sec. 2.3.). This explains our commitment to the numerical identity condition as previously presented.
This also explains why we consider the condition of P x ∨ P y instead of P x ∧ P y.
The explanation goes as follows. Assume P x ∧ P y, and then that the identity question
is reduced to the question of personhood. This would mean that individuals persist only
in virtue of being persons. The concept of person, broadly defined, is an individual who
has the ability of being morally responsible. Thus, identity is reduced to an individual
who has moral thoughts, and the question of personhood would then require an answer
regarding what makes the case that an individual is a person. This account of identity
would necessarily cope with the psychological view of identity, according to which ‘x = y
if and only if x and y are connected by some given psychological relations’. By providing
17

for continuity in those psychological relations, the narrative view unifies the many experiences of one’s life. But it also requires that this same individual, who can give meaning
to such psychological continuity, persists through time (like e.g. an immaterial soul or
a ghost), apart from the living entity at each ti who may have incoherent preferences.
Consequently, the narrative view would be formulated as
‘x = y if and only if x and y are the same unified person
who give psychological meaning to the actions of x and y’.
But ‘x and y being the same person’ violates our informative criterion, according
to which a criterion of identity cannot be trivial nor presuppose the identity it should
demonstrate. For these reasons, we are inclined to reject the narrative view of personal
persistence as it presupposes the identity it is called to explain.21
In his theory of the individual in economics, Davis (2011) provides what we judge
to be a more compelling framework for the criterion of identity because he keeps the
numerical condition. The author formulates the following two criteria of identity.
• Individuation. Individuals can somehow be successfully represented as distinct and
independent beings.
• Reidentification. Individuals that have already been shown to be distinct and independent in some conception of them can be reidentified as distinct and independent
in those same terms across some process of change.
As Gallois and Hédoin (2017) put it, the boundary and narrative conditions of Hédoin
(2015) can be seen as respective answers to the individuation and reidentification criteria of Davis (2011) — although (as we have previously stated) we provide awareness that
narrativity should not be taken as a basic condition of identity. In our view, the reidentification criterion is a more acceptable criterion of identity since it does not presuppose
the narrative nor the personhood condition. In comparison to our framework, = can be
understood as our individuation criterion (the fact that x and y are numerically the same
at different moments of time) and Φ as our reidentification criterion (the condition that
makes x and y being numerically the same individual at different moments of time).
In addition to giving importance to the numerical condition over the characterisation
condition, we have just argued that the narrative view is philosophically problematic. Is
it then all what theories of personal persistence have to offer to normative economics?
Before concluding, we would like to mention another unified view that may overcome
some of the methodological problems of the three views previously discussed. In particular, we briefly discuss the theory of identity of Davis (2011), which is a sort of hybrid
theory between the narrative view and the sociological view (that we now introduce).
21

If the sceptical reader wishes to criticise our present result, we invite him/her to dispute our three
informative conditions of the criterion of identity over time presented in Section 4. We add that there are
more philosophical issues related to the narrative view that we are constrained not to discuss here. For a
recent assessment of the narrative view, see Olson and Witt (2019).
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5.4

The Sociological View

The sociological view (Schechtman 2014) can potentially conciliate two problems of the
physical view, on the one hand, and of the psychological and narrative views, on the other
hand.22 Recall that the physical view goes too far into essentialism, and that the psychological and narrative views oppositely deny the constitution of one’s identity that goes
beyond one’s psychology. What is nonetheless common to the biological, psychological
and narrative views is that they represent identity from a first-person viewpoint. But for
each of these views, neither the social status of identity — how individuals are contextualised in their social environment — nor the story of their life told from a third-person
viewpoint is suggested. The sociological view can instead be formulated as follows.
Let x be an entity that exists at time ti and y an entity that exists at time tj .
Let also P x ∨ P y, where P is the property of being a person.
Then x = y if and only if x and y are connected by some sociological relations.
According to this view, social relationships produce persistence. A reductionist sociological view can be based, for instance, on the idea that assigning social identification
numbers is what grounds personal persistence, and then is what constitutes persons over
time. In effect, if social systems constitute personhood, then this view can be informative
on how individuals’ normative authority can be determined.
According to Schechtman (2014 [Ch. 5]), human beings are not only characterised
in virtue of their biological and psychological features, but also in virtue of their socially
shaped capacities. Schechtman considers that human beings evolve in their contextual
environment — a family, a community, a nation — where these social features are essential properties of what characterises an individual. That is to say, every social factor that
characterises a human being born in a given environment (her culture, habits, norms)
is her ontological unit that gradually becomes responsible and concerned for its own future (Shoemaker 2019). Such responsible unit is then no different from the embryo from
which she evolved, and then her unity as a being remains after she dies since funerary
customs preserve the identity of buried rotten skeletons. Schechtman’s view of identity
is similar to the one of Davis (2011). Davis provides an extensive account of ‘socially
embedded individuals’ [Ch. 3] but in contrast to Schechtman, he precisely accounts for
both the narrative and sociological views of personal persistence:
‘[individuals’] self narratives about how they themselves look upon their choices trade in
the language and meanings of this social discourse and cannot be understood apart from it
... From this perspective, self-narratives are both highly individualized and highly institutionalized accounts people produce to track how they see their own capability development
pathways.’ (213)

Davis particularly criticises the model of social identity of Horst, Kirman, and Teschl
(2007) for not considering individuals’ preferences to be endogenously determined by
their social background. He argues that those preferences have no reason to be exogenous because individuals’ preferences are constantly changed by an ‘individual-tosociety’ relationship he characterises through the notion of capability (Nussbaum and
22

Schechtman (2014) calls it the ‘person-life view’ and Shoemaker (2019) the ‘anthropological view’.
As we believe ‘sociological’ to be a term that better contrasts with the previous three views of identity, we
prefer the latter over the two former.

19

Sen 1993). We thus interpret the concept of identity of Davis as a hybrid between the
narrative and sociological views.23
Another eminent account of the sociological view is given by Ross (2005, 2014).
Ross (2005 [Ch. 8]) develops a ‘narrative-sociological’ approach, where individuals progressively build their characters through strategic interactions, relying on institutions
(especially language). In his investigation about what normative economics is fundamentally about, Ross (2014) defends a strong connection between the two disciplines of
economics and sociology, claiming that ‘Individuals . . . are products of social structure,
not components into which social structure can be analyzed’ (286). According to him,
the fundamental ontology of economics is not individuals but markets. He argues that
‘the principles of normative decision theory . . . [are] more closely approximated by . . .
groups of people making choices in particular kinds of institutional contexts’ (36) than
by individuals making choices in relative isolation.24
We think the sociological view may be an interesting alternative to the ethical problem of identity we have so far discussed, especially when a consequent body of empirical
studies supports the view that individual preferences are socially shaped (Chen and Li
2009; Benjamin et al. 2010). Insofar as the ethical identity problem of BWE is considered, note that it is implicitly formulated from a third-person viewpoint. In Sunstein’s
(2019) ethical concern of libertarian paternalism, the question is ‘which of the several
selves has/have normative authority from the social planner’s viewpoint?’ (assuming the
social planner is the ultimate judge of one’s well-being). The social planner is however
always represented as another single individual (or at best, a group of individuals), but
not as the society taken as a whole.
We suspect that BWE does not implicitly assume the sociological view of identity
because it would introduce sensitive debates about whether individuals should conform
to norms. This is paradoxically already a common practice presented in Thaler and
Sunstein (2009), who consider the habits of saving more and eating healthy as morally
desirable.25 Furthermore, if norms were already fully embedded in economic behaviour
(e.g. it is a western norm to eat healthy, to exercise and not to smoke), then the social
planner would have no role in accounting for individuals’ preferences which deviate from
‘good behaviour’, e.g. for self-control failures.
23

Some may argue that the relation between narrative and sociological views is even closer, so close
that these accounts cannot be dissociated. For instance, one may argue that every narrative view should
be sociological at the same time, as it is difficult to see how someone could build her own narrative in a
purely introspective manner. Although this argument would deserve a longer discussion, let us accept it
for the sake of argument. Even in this case, it would not follow that every sociological account is narrative,
and then it would not follow that these views cannot be dissociated.
24
Such a ‘narrative-sociological’ account of identity can also be found in Sugden (2018), who sees
markets as institutional arrangements.
25
Perhaps the most sophisticated attempt to address multiples selves in BWE is Bénabou and Tirole
(2002, 2003). The authors represent individuals as a collection of multiples selves located at any point in
time, who are ‘imperfect Bayesians’ (Bénabou and Tirole 2002, 898 — their emphasis). In their representation of individual identity, they account for the psychological phenomena of self-confidence and personal
rules but acknowledge that such psychological account cannot be complete without giving attention to
‘interacting with others’ and to the ‘social environment’ (Bénabou and Tirole 2003, 159). For a critical
review of Bénabou and Tirole (2002, 2003) as an incomplete account of the sociological view, see Davis
(2011 [Ch. 3]).
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6

Concluding Remarks

In the present paper, we aim to show that the assumption of the unified self in the critical
literature of BWE is philosophically problematic when studied through the lens of personal persistence. We introduce the framework of personal persistence (Buonomo 2018)
in order to discuss the alternative views of the unified self economists may endorse as
responses to the multiple selves assumption in BWE. We emphasise that most of the unified views presented above (especially the narrative one) are philosophically problematic,
and that the identity criterion — even when discussed from the viewpoint of ethics — is
better defined by a numerical instead of a characterisation condition. We stress that our
‘ontology-first’ viewpoint of identity does not only show the philosophical difficulties of
assuming the unified view of the self in normative economics. It also offers new directions of research for those who are convinced that the question of personhood cannot be
reduced to the question of personal persistence, and therefore that any question about
the persistence of an individual cannot escape from the ethical problem of identity with
purely ‘ethical’ considerations about what a person is. We advance two clarifications that
we hope will stimulate perspectives of future research.
First, focusing on the ontological question of personal persistence does not set aside
the ethical concerns one can have within BWE, and more generally within normative economics. On the contrary, ethical concerns about identity — such as those discussed by
Sunstein (2019) and Kahneman (1994) — can be informed by the ontological account of
identity. If it appears that John can be unified through time with some relations (either
psychological, physical, narrative or sociological), then it can make sense to attribute
a meaning to all of his actions over time. But if ten-years-old-John and forty-years-oldJohn appear to be (ontologically) different, then it is left unclear under which ethical rule
should John’s preferences over time be granted normative authority. As we have stated
it, if we cannot confidently maintain that John is the same individual from one time to
another (or in other words, if the unified self assumption is philosophically problematic),
then we should perhaps first allocate our efforts in finding a better account of the unified self (e.g. the sociological view) before even discussing the ethical rules of identity over
time. In this sense, our ‘ontology-first’ approach can support and eventually steer some
discussions within the identity debate in normative economics.
Second, considering the ethical problem of identity through the lens of the ontological
viewpoint does not mean building or defending a theory of personal identity per se. Our
message is that economists should not worry too much about the personhood question
because the criterion of identity over time can be discussed without making any ethical
claim. This is true even if their practical worries are ethical. Indeed, in order to provide
an answer to the ethical dilemmas such as the ones raised by Sunstein (2019) and Kahneman (1994), one has deep interest in first asking what makes John actually the same
from one time to another, so that it makes sense to give some normative relevance to
his actions through time. That is, it is the result of how individuals persist through time
that has consequences on our ethical concerns about identity and not vice versa, which is
what happens when we inquire ‘which theory of personal persistence best fits with the
way we want to represent our idealistic picture of the morally responsible individual?’.26
26

There is of course Hume’s classic ‘is-ought’ problem, according to which one cannot derive ethical
judgements from ontological principles. For example, even if we consensually agree that the sociological
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Many points remain, of course, unexplored, such as the possibility of combining
the narrative view with the sociological view, or a detailed assessment of whether the
‘narrative-sociological’ view is the most promising theory of personal persistence. With
our present analysis, we hope to have provided economists a comprehensive approach
to the philosophical objections of the unified self, that are not only important for the
future of behavioural welfare economics, but more generally for the future of normative
economics.
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