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Think Twice, It’s All Right: Animalism, Disunity and
the Self

Alexander Geddes

According to animalism, each of us is numerically identical to a human animal.
Disunity cases—cases in which a human animal lacks some form of mental
unity—are often thought to pose a problem for animalism. Tim Bayne has
recently offered some novel arguments against animalism based on one par-
ticular disunity case, namely Cerberus: a single animal with two heads, each
housing its own stream of consciousness. I show that Bayne’s arguments are
flawed, and that animalism is capable of handling the case.

1 Introduction

Animals exist. One of the many animals in existence right now is sitting in my chair.
It is amember of the species homo sapiens and, to all appearances, it has always been
wherever I have been, doing whatever I’ve been doing. A natural thing to think is
that I am this animal. The same goes for you and the (presumably human) animal
that’s where you are. Taken at face value, such thoughts lead us to animalism: the
view that each of us is numerically identical to a human animal.

I say that this is a natural thing to think, but it is not a thought that comes nat-
urally to many philosophers. One reason for this is that a wide range of thought
experiments are often held to show that each of us must be some other sort of en-
tity, intimately related in one way or another to a human animal, but certainly not
identical to it. Some of these can be loosely grouped together into what we might
call disunity cases: cases in which a human animal lacks some form of mental unity.
Disunity cases come in two flavours: synchronic (disunity of some sort at a time)
and diachronic (disunity of some sort over time.)

This paper is concernedwith themother of all synchronic disunity cases, namely
that of Cerberus: a single human animal with two heads, each housing its own
stream of consciousness.1 Tim Bayne (2010, ch. 12) has recently put forward some
novel arguments against animalism based on just this case.2 In showing what is
wrong with these arguments, we are provided an opportunity to get into some

1It may be that any human entity with two heads would be a pair of conjoined twins rather than
a single animal. For the purposes of this paper, I will set aside such worries. Note, though, that the
arguments considered below only require that the two streams of consciousness cannot integrate. The
heads merely serve to make this stipulation vivid.

2The case is adapted from (Van Inwagen 1990, pp. 191–212). Bayne himself does not explicitly state
whether or not Cerberus is human. But to have any bearing on animalism, the case must be one in
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broader issues surrounding the metaphysics of experience and the nature of first-
person thought. Moreover, Bayne’s approach is one that has recently been advoc-
ated by David Chalmers (2011), and the failure of his arguments serves as a quite
general cautionary tale to those who would employ this methodology in pursuit of
substantive metaphysical conclusions.

2 Cerberus & Self-Roles

Cerberus is a two-headed human animal with two streams of consciousness, STR
and STL.3 Consider two competing descriptions of the case. According to the first,
there is a single self present: the animal Cerberus, who has both STR and STL. Ac-
cording to the second, there are two selves here: Cerb, who has STR, and Erus, who
has STL. Which description (if either) is correct?

Bayne argues that while animalism entails the first description, the second de-
scription is mandatory, and so animalism is false. In making his case for the
second description, Bayne relies on a methodology that has also been defended by
Chalmers, who characterises it thus:

[I]nstead of asking “What is X?,” one should focus on the roles one wants X
to play and see what can play [those roles]. The roles in question here may in
principle be properties of all sorts: so one focuses on the properties one wants
X to have and figures out what has those properties. (2011, pp. 538)

Bayne’s X is the self, and he identifies three roles (2010, pp. 269–70).⁴ First is the
ownership role: being the owner ofmental states. Second is the referential role: being
the object of first-person thought. Third is the perspectival role: being what has a
point of view on the world. The question then becomes: Does Cerberus play these
roles with respect to both STR and STL?

For all three roles, Bayne’s answer is ‘No’. I will consider his arguments concern-
ing each role in turn.

3 The Ownership Role

Can Cerberus play the ownership role? Bayne argues that a positive answer leads
to unacceptably revisionary metaphysics (2010, pp. 271–2). Suppose that STR con-
tains pain and STL does not. In order to fully describe the situation, we are told, an
animalist would have to replace the claim ‘Cerberus is in pain’ with ‘Cerberus is in
pain in STR’. Otherwise, there would be noway to capture the fact that Cerberus has

which any self present would count as ‘one of us’ in the relevant sense. And this requires that Cerberus
is a human animal.

3I assume that both STR and STL are equally good, and good enough, candidates to count as be-
longing to Cerberus. Note that this is a thin sense of ‘belonging’, in which it is compatible with the
streams belonging to Cerberus that he has the states in them only derivatively, by (say) constituting
the owner(s) of the states.

⁴Chalmers himself may take the concept self to be ‘bedrock’ (2011, pp. 543–57), and so may not
approve of using the methodology in this case.
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a pain-free stream. But this, Bayne claims, turns experiencing from a two-place re-
lation between selves and objects of experience into a three-place relation between
selves, objects of experience, and streams of consciousness, thereby revising our or-
dinary conception of experience.⁵ And in fact, he goes on to suggest, it is arguable
that this effectively treats streams of consciousness as the owners of mental states.
Positing Cerb and Erus is the only way to avoid the revision: Cerb is experiencing
pain, Erus is not.

This line of thought is questionable in a number of respects. To begin, the re-
lativization is not forced on the animalist. Consider this description: ‘Cerberus is
in pain. STR contains pain. STL does not.’ It in no way involves relativization to
streams, and yet it seems to fully describe the situation. More generally, the anim-
alist can simply maintain that if either STR or STL includes an experience e of kind
M, then Cerberus counts both as having e simpliciter and as having an experience of
kindM simpliciter. This is perfectly consistent with the claim that while one stream
includes an experience of kind M, the other does not.⁶ Now, this does allow that
Cerberus can have indefinitely many experiences with contradictory contents, or
even concurrent duplicate experiences, which sounds like an strange situation for
someone to be in. But this is no less than we should expect—after all, he’s a strange
being.

Even if the relativization were forced on the animalist, it would not be unac-
ceptably revisionary in the way suggested. First, it is wrong to think that it would
implicitly treat streams of consciousness as playing the ownership role. To see this,
consider another case of relativization. Endurantists sometimes treat property in-
stantiations as holding relative to times. But it would be absurd to claim that this ef-
fectively treats times as the things that have ordinary properties such as being green.

Second, the unacceptability of any such revision surely depends on the acceptab-
ility of whatever follows from its rejection. But in the present case, it is not unusual
to find highly revisionary claims being made about the things that have experiences.
Bayne, for example, ends up defending an account of the self according to which it
is a merely virtual entity (2010, pp. 289–93).⁷ So what principled reason is there to
treat the former revision as uniquely unacceptable?

This, I believe, points to the underlying problem with Bayne’s approach. Recall
that our guiding question here is: What plays the ownership role with respect to
STR and STL? Now, the argument above takes our present conception of the role to
decide the answer. But shouldn’t our account of the things that have experiences be
able to shape our account of experience itself? Indeed, our grasp on the nature of

⁵It is doubtful that we ordinarily conceive of experience as a two-place relation between selves and
objects of experience. (What object do we take someone to be experiencing when they are feeling
dizzy? Or angry? Or high?) But it is plausible that we don’t ordinarily think of experiences as being
had relative to streams, and this is all the argument requires.

⁶Compare: if either of my lungs contains a tumour, then I have a tumour simpliciter, even if it is in
my right lung and my left lung is tumour free. And cf. Van Inwagen 1990, pp.196–202.

⁷This view itself sits uneasily with the supposed sanctity of our ordinary conception of experience.
Don’twe ordinarily think of experiences as being had by real entities? If so, why think that our ordinary
conception of experience should guide our metaphysics of the relation, but not of the relata?
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the things may well be firmer than our grasp on the nature of experience. And if so,
then it is our answer to the guiding question that should predominantly inform our
conception of the ownership role, not the other way around. Put simply, then, the
approach seems to get things backwards. I return to this point below.

4 The Referential Role

Can Cerberus play the referential role? Bayne thinks not, and his argument runs
as follows (2010, pp. 272–4). Let us assume that in each of STL and STR there are
thoughts that are ‘akin’ to I-thoughts, which we can call ‘I*-thoughts’ until their
status is settled. Bayne identifies four ways in which these I*-thoughts fail to re-
semble genuine I-thoughts with respect to Cerberus.

First, a subject’s conscious I-thoughts are normally available for conjunction.
But if, for example, Cerberus thinks <I* am hot> only in STR and <I* am hungry>
only in STL, this will not generate the thought <I* am hot and hungry>. Second,
a subject’s I-thoughts are normally responsive to his experiences. But if Cerberus
experiences thirst only in STR and thinks <I* am not thirsty> only in STL, he will
not replace the latter with <I* am thirsty>. Third, a subject’s I-thoughts normally in-
tegrate in practical reasoning to guide behaviour. But if Cerberus thinks <I* should
avoid spilling sugar> only in STR and thinks <I* am spilling sugar> only in STL, he
will not form the intention to stop spilling sugar. Fourth, it is irrational for a subject
to have obviously inconsistent I-thoughts. But if Cerberus has an experience of heat
in STR and an experience of cold in STL, it would not be irrational for him to form
the beliefs <I* am hot> in STR and <I* am not hot> in STL.

According to Bayne, all of this shows that Cerberus’s I*-thoughts fail to play the
functional role that I-thoughts ought to play. And, he argues, while even genuine
I-thoughts are sometimes degenerate and fail to behave as they ought to, it is im-
possible for these I*-thoughts to behave as I-thoughts ought to. It follows that they
are not governed by the norms that govern I-thoughts, and that they are therefore
not I-thoughts at all. Bayne concludes that

Cerberus can think of himself by means of multiple modes of presentation
(as Cerberus; as the creature that he can see in the mirror; as his mother’s
favourite son), but he cannot think of himself via I-thoughts—he cannot think
of himself as himself. (2010, p. 274)

Although he does not complete the argument, the conclusion we are supposed to
draw is obvious: Cerberus fails to play the referential role. And this in turn is sup-
posed to give us reason to think that there are two selves here, Cerb and Erus, each
playing the referential role with respect to one of the streams; the I*-thoughts in
STR being genuine I-thoughts that refer to Cerb and the I*-thoughts in STL being
genuine I-thoughts that refer to Erus.

There are multiple issues with this. To begin, note that, even by Bayne’s lights,
Cerberus’s I*-thoughts would have a number of properties that we typically take
to be highly distinctive of I-thoughts: they have guaranteed reference, they always
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refer to their thinker, they can be immune to error through misidentification when
based on certain grounds (such as introspection), and so on. (Or at least, any argu-
ment in favour of I-thoughts having or lacking any such properties seems to be an
argument in favour of Cerberus’s I*-thoughts having or lacking those properties.) In
other words, there are extremely good reasons to think that Cerberus’s I*-thoughts
are in fact I-thoughts. This in and of itself should be enough give us pause concern-
ing the argument. We only discover the functional role of I-thoughts by identifying
first-person thoughts and then examining the role that they play. We do not in
the first instance determine which thoughts are I-thoughts by examining their func-
tional role. So if Cerberus’s I*-thoughts have the distinctive features that I-thoughts
have but do not play the exact functional role that I-thoughts are currently taken to
have, then surely this should lead us to revise our account of the functional role of
I-thoughts rather than to conclude that his I*-thoughts are not I-thoughts.

Of course, if this is correct, then it is reasonable to demand some other charac-
terisation of the functional role of I-thoughts (or rather, of those components of the
role that Bayne picks out.) I see at least two options here. The first is to insist that
the current characterisation is more or less acceptable as it stands. To see how this
would work, consider the case of conjunctive availability. Granted, <I* am hot> in
STR and <I* am hungry> in STL aren’t available for conjunction. But <I* am hot> in
STR and <I* am thirsty> in STR are available for conjunction. It is simply false to say,
without qualification, that Cerberus’s I*-thoughts are unable to generate conjunct-
ive I*-thoughts. Similarly, it is false to say, without qualification, that they do not
respond to experiences, or that they do not integrate in practical reasoning, or that it
is not irrational for Cerberus to form inconsistent I*-thoughts. It is true that they are
unable to generate some conjunctive I*-thoughts (or respond to some experiences,
etc.), when the relevant thoughts (experiences, etc.) are in different streams. But
this just means that they do not follow the norms that govern I-thoughts perfectly,
not that they are unable to follow those norms.

The second option is to characterise the role that I-thoughts ought to play in
terms of streams rather than subjects. While a subject’s I-thoughts ought to integ-
rate in the ways highlighted, then, they should do so not with all co-subjective states,
but with all co-streamal states. Perhaps in every actual case, the thoughts and exper-
iences of a single subject have occurred in a single stream, and so the two require-
ments have been equivalent. But what we learn from Cerberus is that only beha-
viour with respect to co-streamal thoughts and experiences matters when it comes
to being a genuine I-thought.

For the sake of argument, though, let us now assume that being an I-thought
does require having a functional role that Cerberus’s I*-thoughts must lack. Does
Cerberus then fail to play the referential role? It seems so, as there can be no I-
thoughts in STR or STL for him to be the object of. However, this failure only gives
us reason to reject animalism if the referential role nevertheless needs to be played,
as only then would we have to posit Cerb and Erus to play it. In other words, we
need some reason to think that the I*-thoughtsmust be taken to have said functional
role, and so to be I-thoughts after all. But no such reason has been provided.
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Taking a step back, we can see that Bayne is relying on two thoughts that are
in fact in tension. On the one hand, he needs it to be intuitive that the I*-thoughts
in STR and STL are I-thoughts. On the other hand, he needs it to be settled that
counting as an I-thought requires having a functional role with the very specific
components he identifies. But to the extent that this latter claim is true, the door
is opened to the possibility of thoughts which have so much in common with I-
thoughts that there is nothing to ground any supposed intuition that the I*-thoughts
in STR and STL are of one kind rather than another.

The animalist, then, can simply maintain that Cerberus’s I*-thoughts are a per-
fect example of such quasi-first-person thought. Let us call thoughts of this newly
discovered reflexive kind ‘Y-thoughts’. As already indicated, Y-thoughts will have
most of the distinctive properties of I-thoughts, and will just have a slightly different
functional role, defined perhaps in terms of co-streamal rather than co-subjective
integration. So although Cerberus will not play the referential role, he will play the
Y-referential role: being the object of Y-thoughts.

The quoted passage with which Bayne ended his argument was presumably sup-
posed to highlight something absurd about the view that he thinks is forced on the
animalist. But we can now see that his portrayal of the view is incomplete, because
although Cerberus may not be able to think of himself via genuine I-thoughts, he is
still ‘presented to himself in a particular and primitive way, in which he is presen-
ted to no-one else’, namely via Y-thoughts.⁸ His capacity for reflexive thought may
differ from ours, but it is not impoverished.

Despite all this, it seems preferable to take Cerberus’s I*-thoughts to be I-
thoughts. Bayne’s approach only leads him to think that they are not because he
treats our understanding of the referential role, including the nature of I-thoughts,
as somehow set in stone. But just as we should allow the best candidate for playing
the ownership role to inform our metaphysics of experience, so we should allow the
best candidate for playing the referential role to inform our account of I-thoughts.

5 The Perspectival Role

I shall not consider the perspectival role at length; Imention it only for completeness.
Bayne’s argument here is simply that there is no single thing it is like to be Cerberus,
and so ‘Cerberus as such has no phenomenal perspective’ (2010, p. 274).

It is hard to know what to make of this. Surely it should read: Cerberus as such
does not have a single phenomenal perspective. Presumably, having a phenomenal
perspective requires no more than having some conscious states that constitute a
phenomenal perspective, which just is having a stream of consciousness. But Cer-
berus has two streams of consciousness, according to the animalist. So surely Cer-
berus should count as having two perspectives, and as playing the perspectival role
twice over. As Parfit observes in another context, ‘How could a double success be a

⁸This is Frege’s (1956, p. 298) familiar characterisation of the first-person mode of presentation,
and it would apply equally well to the mode of presentation involved in Y-thoughts.
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failure?’ (1971, p. 5). That there is then no ‘single thing’ it is like to be Cerberus is
neither here nor there.

6 Conclusion

There are two central lessons to be drawn from all of this. First, animalism can
adequately handle the case of a human animal with two streams of consciousness.
Second, the approach exemplified by Bayne’s arguments can be metaphysically mis-
leading.

As should now be clear, I diagnose the problem as follows. The approach over-
estimates our understanding of the roles that we want things to play. What we think
it takes to play the ownership role, for example, is itself flexible, because we do not
yet know the exact nature of experience. There must be some give and take between
our understanding of the roles we want things to play and our understanding of the
things that play those roles. And when our grasp on the things is firmer than our
grasp on the roles, we must allow the things themselves to drive our thought.

It should be clear that this alternative approachmitigates in favour of animalism.
It is the humanoid things around us that we ordinarily take to play the self-roles,
and the biological sciences tell us that these things are animals of a certain sort.
We should simply acknowledge that these animals do play these roles, and accept
whatever metaphysical conclusions follow.⁹ Of course, if it can be shown that there
really is no way to make sense of them playing these roles, then we may be forced
to conclude that some other things play them instead. But the case of Cerberus, at
least, shows no such thing.1⁰
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