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Interview with Professor Eric Olson 
University of Sheffield 

Interviewed by Michael Chilton 

What was it about Philosophy that first attracted you to it as a student, and what 

made you then decide to pursue it as a career? 

All I can say is that I found philosophy really interesting. I had always imagined that when I 

grew up I’d be some sort of scientist. But I didn’t much enjoy my university science classes. At 

American universities, you have to study a variety of subjects, and it happened that in my first 

year that I was exposed to philosophy, which was completely new to me. I read some of Plato’s 

dialogues, and suddenly found myself gripped.  This was even though I was sure that Plato was 

dead wrong. Or maybe it fascinated me so much partly because it seemed so wrong. It’s still 

true that what motivates me more than anything else in philosophy is seeing an intelligent 

person asserting something that strikes me as false or muddled, especially if I think I can 

explain why. Philosophy can be enormously daunting, but seeing someone do it badly gives 

courage. 

I didn’t exactly plan to make philosophy my career. That’s typical for me: few of the 

important events of my life were carefully planned. When I finished my BA, there was nothing I 

especially wanted to do apart from more philosophy. So I applied for a PhD.  I knew that jobs 

in philosophy were scarce, but I thought devoting five years to it--that’s how long it takes in the 

American system--would be time well spent even if it made me no more employable than I was 

already. It was enough, I thought, if it enriched my mind.  (This is not an attitude I would 

encourage in others.) I applied to all the departments my teachers recommended, and every 

one of them turned me down. As luck would have it, Syracuse--one of my ‘backup’ options--

offered me a place with funding, and it turned out to be an excellent department and a good 

match for me. 

I got through the PhD all right, but then couldn’t find a job, just as I had feared. By the time 

I was into my 30s I was starting to have have regrets. Enriching the mind is one thing, but I 

needed a roof over my head. Other people my age had good jobs, owned property, and were 

starting families; I was renting a room in a shared house and living on potatoes and peanut 

butter, watching my bank balance dwindle. I wasn’t content, as I had once imagined I would be, 

to give up philosophy and earn my living doing something completely different. I got treatment 

for depression--which was fortunate, because I couldn’t pay for it. It was only after applying for 

250 jobs over three years that my ship finally came in. I was lucky again: I got a permanent 

lectureship at Cambridge. 

Why in particular do you think questions about personal identity are important in 

Philosophy? 

They’re important in both practical and theoretical ways. People are the objects we care 

about the most. Only the worst sort of misanthrope would care more about his car or his dog 

than about himself or his loved ones. It matters what happens to us when we die:  whether we 

immediately cease to exist, for instance, or whether we continue existing in a conscious, 

disembodied state. It matters whether we could be brought back to life after the maggots have 
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done their work, or whether we could escape death altogether by ‘uploading’ ourselves into a 

computer. If an oracle suddenly materialized and were willing to talk philosophy, these are 

some of the first things we’d ask. And they’re questions about personal identity.   

For similar reasons we care what happens to someone who lapses into a persistent 

vegetative state, where her brain is ruined and can’t regenerate but her life-sustaining 

functions continue. We want to know whether she still exists. (The answer may not suffice to 

tell us what we ought to do with her, but it’s certainly relevant to that question.)  And we care 

about when we begin: at fertilization, at birth, somewhere in between, or maybe even later--

some theories of personal identity imply that we don’t come into being till early childhood, 

around age two. We may not care much what would happen to the person in the science-fiction 

stories philosophers like to talk about--if someone’s brain were transplanted, say, or if she 

used the Star Trek transporter machine--because those things are never going to happen. But 

what we say about these fictional cases has implications for what we can say about the real 

cases we do care about. 

On the theoretical side: What we say about personal identity has implications for all the 

important questions about the metaphysics of concrete objects: whether there are immaterial 

substances, whether things can change their parts, whether persisting things have temporal 

parts, whether two things can be made up of the same parts at the same time, whether 

concrete objects are compounds of form and matter (or of properties and a substratum), and 

whether physical objects are mind-dependent.   

There are also lots of connections between personal identity and big questions in the 

philosophy of mind. Most obviously, any sort of substance dualism would imply that we are 

partly or wholly immaterial, which philosophers from Plato onwards have taken to imply that 

we’re immortal. Sydney Shoemaker claims that the functionalist theory of mind entails a 

psychological-continuity view of personal identity, which rules out our being biological 

organisms. Surprisingly, most contemporary philosophers accept this conclusion, whatever 

they think about Shoemaker’s argument for it: we’re not organisms.   

I’ve recently argued that the most widely held account of our metaphysical nature implies 

that there are ‘zombies’ in the philosophy-of-mind sense: beings physically just like us, with 

identical behaviour, but completely unconscious. Some philosophers argue that zombies are 

logically possible or conceivable, but they don’t think there actually are any. I’ve also been 

thinking about connections between personal identity and artificial intelligence. If an inorganic 

machine could literally be intelligent, or if there could be an intelligent being ‘in’ a computer, 

that’s bound to have implications about the sort of intelligent being that could be ‘in’ a human 

animal--that is, about the sort of things that we are. 

It’s very common for philosophers to make claims in the philosophy of mind without 

realizing their implications for personal identity. 

In "The Human Animal" you argue for animalism.  Could you say a little about how 

this differs from psychological continuity views, particularly relating to our 

persistence over time? 

Animalism is the view that we’re animals--biological organisms.   
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Psychological-continuity views say that what it takes for us to persist from one time to 

another is something to do with psychological continuity. If I can remember an experience I 

had yesterday, or if I continue to have the beliefs or preferences or character that I had then, 

this is a direct psychological connection. Psychological continuity is a chain of direct 

psychological connections. I can’t remember anything that happened on my first birthday, and 

I probably haven’t got any of the beliefs or preferences or other specific mental properties I 

had then, but there is a chain of direct psychological connections linking me as I am now with 

me as I was then. So I am now psychologically continuous (though not directly psychologically 

connected) with myself as I was on my first birthday. 

Psychological-continuity views of personal identity say that a past or future being is me only 

if I’m now psychologically continuous with him as he is then. Psychological continuity is 

necessary for a person to continue existing. If we lose it, that’s the end of us. And some 

condition involving psychological continuity is sufficient for a past or future being to be me. So 

if there is a being existing at some past or future time, and that being is then psychologically 

continuous with me as I am now, then it has to be me--leaving aside special cases, perhaps, 

such as ‘branching’, where I’m psychologically continuous with two people at once. 

So it’s not just a lucky accident that I’m now psychologically continuous with a certain one-

year-old boy. That’s what it is for me to be that boy. If I weren’t psychologically continuous with 

him, he wouldn’t be me. 

How are the two views different? Well, they’re answers to different questions.  

Psychological-continuity views answer the question of personal identity over time--roughly the 

question of what sort of adventures we could survive and what sort of thing would necessarily 

bring our existence to an end. Animalism is an answer to a different question: What are we? 

What sort of thing is a human person? Animalism doesn’t answer the question of personal 

identity over time. (It implies that personal identity is animal identity, but it doesn’t say what it 

takes for an animal to persist.) And psychological-continuity views don’t say what we are. 

But although they answer different questions, the two views are incompatible. The 

persistence of a human animal doesn’t consist in any sort of psychological continuity.  A human 

animal starts out as a microscopic embryo, and lives for at least five months in the womb 

without any mental properties at all. And without mental properties there can be no 

psychological continuity. If you are an animal, you yourself must have survived then without 

psychological continuity. Psychological-continuity views imply that we don’t come into 

existence until there is psychological continuity, long after the animal comes into being. 

Or suppose your brain were transplanted into my head. (This is the psychological-

continuity theorists’ favourite thought experiment.) Would the resulting person be you with a 

new body, or me with a new brain? We can suppose that he would be psychologically 

continuous with you and not with me. He’d remember your life and not mine. He’d take himself 

to be an undergraduate. And there would be no branching or other disqualifying factor. So any 

psychological-continuity view would say that he would be you and not me. You’d wake up from 

the operation having the same mental properties as before, more or less, but with the 

magnificent physique of a middle-aged academic. And I’d become an empty-headed corpse or 

vegetable (supposing my own brain went into the bin and were not itself transplanted). 
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According to psychological-continuity views, then, the operation would move a person 

from one head to another. But it wouldn’t move an animal from one head to another.  It would 

transplant an organ from one animal to another, just as a liver transplant would.  And you and 

I we were animals, we’d have to go where those animals go. So the operation would turn you 

into an empty-headed corpse or vegetable, and give me a new brain. I’d wake up with a youthful 

undergraduate brain, along with completely false beliefs about my past and memories of things 

that never happened to me. 

The nature of foetal development shows that psychological continuity isn’t necessary for a 

human animal to persist, and the transplant story shows that it’s not sufficient. Either is enough 

to show that psychological-continuity views are incompatible with our being animals. 

You might think this just shows that we’re not animals. But isn’t the animal wearing your 

clothes conscious and intelligent? If so, it must be a second conscious, intelligent being in 

addition to you. How could you ever know which of these intelligent beings you are?  One way 

to avoid this absurd position is to say that, despite appearances, human animals don’t have 

thoughts. They’re physically identical to us, but have no mental properties. That’s how 

psychological-continuity theorists end up with the view that human animals are zombies.  

You’re currently interested in immortality. What aspect of this has captured your 

attention, and how does it relate to your broader philosophical work? 

There’s a debate about whether it could ever be a good thing to be immortal--to continue 

existing, in a conscious and intelligent state, forever. Even though most religious believers 

apparently want nothing more than to spend eternity in heaven, some philosophers argue that 

an endless life would inevitably be shallow or pointless or boring. We might reasonably want to 

live much longer than we actually do, but only a fool would want to live forever. 

I used to think it was pointless to speculate about immortality unless you think there’s a 

real chance that we actually have it. For those of us who have no such hope, it’s like thinking 

about what you would do with your money if you won the lottery jackpot. But I’ve changed my 

mind. If, as I expect, we’re all going to die and cease to exist, this is an important fact about us. 

And to know its importance, we need to know something about the alternative: what it would 

be like if we didn’t die. And to ask what it would be like if we didn’t die, we need to imagine a 

situation in which we don’t die but everything else, as far as possible, remains the same. 

(Likewise, if you ask whether it would be a good thing to move to Australia, you imagine a 

situation where you move to Australia but everything else, as far as possible, is the same. You 

don’t imagine getting incurable leprosy the moment you arrive, or that the southern sunshine 

will enable you to bring peace to the Middle East and win numerous Olympic medals.) 

But most philosophical discussions of immortality don’t just take away death and leave 

everything else the same. They usually imagine that we’re invulnerable to death:  there’s no 

possibility of our dying. Or we’re invulnerable to death except by our own hand. Bernard 

Williams’ famous paper ‘The Makropulos Case’ imagines a potion that makes us immune to 

death, but which can be reversed by taking an antidote.   

These stories seem to me incoherent. How could a human being be invulnerable to death? 

How could I play Russian roulette with no danger to myself? Williams’ ‘voluntary’ immortality 

is even harder to take seriously. Suppose we really could imagine that no accident, no matter 
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how violent, could ever harm us. To imagine voluntary immortality, we have to combine this 

with the thought that we ourselves could end our lives whenever we chose. But if you could be 

strapped to an exploding nuclear warhead and walk away unharmed, what means would you 

use to destroy yourself? And how could it be completely harmless when used against anyone 

else?   

The only way to make these stories coherent, as far as I can see, is to introduce a religious 

element: guardian angels constantly watching over us, say, with infallible powers to snatch 

away bullets and generally keep us safe. At the same time, they would kindly allow us to end 

our lives by ordinary means whenever we chose; and they would have infallible knowledge of 

when that was so. But what’s the point of speculating about what that would be like? It’s hardly 

the most straightforward alternative to our mortality.  It doesn’t subtract death and leave 

everything else the same. We need to imagine are more realistic form of immortality. 

I don’t think this has any direct connection to the rest of my work (on personal identity, the 

ontology of material objects, the passage of time--that sort of thing).  If there’s any common 

theme, it’s a certain style of doing philosophy.  I tend to be suspicious of philosophical thought 

experiments. They often leave important details unspecified.  It’s often unclear whether they’re 

even possible. Philosophers are too quick to tell a story and confidently extract a conclusion 

from it without thinking the story through.   

More generally, I’m much better at fault-finding than at system-building. Some people are 

very comfortable with philosophical positions and arguments: they understand them perfectly 

well and have strong, settled views about which ones are right. They feel at home in the subject. 

I’ve never been like that. I almost always find the claims hard to understand and the arguments 

equivocal. It makes teaching difficult. When I teach the rationalists, there are famous 

arguments in Descartes and Kant that I always pass over in silence, because I can’t state them 

clearly or see any force in them. Teaching them to undergraduates would require me to 

pretend otherwise, and I can’t make myself do that. 

How do you think philosophy can help us understand the world? 

I take it you mean how a philosophical education can help with real-life, practical situations 

outside the university walls. What’s it good for, beyond writing essays and passing exams? 

I suppose the most obvious answer is that learning philosophy teaches valuable general 

skills: to tell whether a conclusion follows from the reasons given for it, to sniff out unstated 

premises, to think of pertinent but unobvious questions, to tell whether people have answered 

the question put to them or merely avoided it, and, above all, to speak and write clearly.  

It also instils a certain way of thinking that emphasizes clarity and rigour. People trained in 

philosophy don’t just listen to what others say about a complex topic and then agree or 

disagree. A philosopher asks for clarification. That’s because almost anyone who talks about a 

complex matter says things that can be interpreted in different ways. The speaker may not be 

aware of this, but philosophers notice it. And you can’t know what to think about a claim until 

you understand properly what the claim is. 

A lot of people find this habit annoying. They thought they were already being clear, and 

often don’t know how to make their views any clearer. And if you’re still not sure what they 

mean, and especially if you can explain why, it makes them feel foolish. People are happier if 
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they can speak about a topic in a loose and comfortable way that sounds good to them. They 

don’t mind objections--they can meet those with more waffle--but they hate being asked to be 

more precise. Obscurity can be comforting.  

I sometimes get invited to interdisciplinary conferences with people in other humanities 

subjects, and I always find myself asking what they mean by certain technical phrases--not 

because I want to show off my critical acumen, but because what they say sounds interesting 

but I’m genuinely unsure what it is they are saying. I can’t see what follows from it, for instance, 

or what would count as evidence for or against it. And often they don’t respond by trying to 

put their point differently, but by simply repeating the same opaque words, or by complaining 

that my request for clarification is unreasonable.  I think the reason they do this is that they 

don’t know how to express their thought in terms that those outside their discipline can 

understand. They can only speak and think in jargon. And this shows that they don’t properly 

understand what they’re saying. This problem doesn’t arise only in other academic disciplines, 

but outside of academia as well: in discussions of politics, for instance. I can’t say that 

philosophers are immune to it, but we’re far less susceptible. We’re used to being asked for 

clarification, and if we can’t do it, we recognize that we need to think harder. (Or at least this 

goes for philosophers trained in the so-called ‘analytic’ tradition.) 

Philosophy also teaches a certain sort of intellectual humility. You learn that no matter how 

obvious a certain view may appear to you, there are always thoughtful and intelligent people 

who don’t share it. And you learn that no matter how clearly you think you’ve made your point, 

some intelligent person will misunderstand or be uncertain what you meant. Worse, you may 

still be confused yourself. You learn never to be too attached to your favourite views. This 

comes from being constantly challenged to defend and clarify what you say. It can save you 

from mistakes arising from overconfidence. 

So philosophy teaches certain intellectual virtues that can be just as valuable outside the 

subject as within it. But it also gives us valuable information. Philosophical questions don’t arise 

only in academic settings. People leading entirely non-academic lives sometimes worry about 

things like morality. They might be thinking about having an extramarital affair, or getting 

divorced, or starting a business that some see as exploiting people (becoming a buy-to-let 

landlord, say). They’re not sure whether it would be right, or even what considerations would 

bear on the question. Or someone might wonder what morality actually is. Are there facts, 

independent of our attitudes, about what’s right or wrong, good or bad, or is it all just a matter 

of people’s preferences? 

Religion can raise troubling philosophical questions. Is there actually any reason to believe 

in God? Or any reason to disbelieve it? What exactly does it mean to say that God does or 

doesn’t exist? What would follow if God didn’t exist? Would it remove all moral obligation? 

Could there really be a heaven or a hell? 

Or death. What happens to us when we die? Is it good or bad to die in certain 

circumstances, and why? How long should we continue giving a badly ailing relative expensive 

medical treatment? Is suicide ever justifiable? Is there an obligation to respect the wishes of 

the dead?   

There are many more examples of this sort. Philosophers, and only philosophers, are 

trained to think about these questions.  We may not know the answers, but we know the sorts 
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of answers that have been proposed and what speaks for and against them.  We know where 

to start the inquiry and how to conduct it. 

If you could interview any Philosopher (past or present) who would it be and why? 

The one I’d most like to see interviewed is Aristotle. He says a lot of things that sound really 

interesting and important, but his extant writings are so obscure that no one really knows what 

he meant. Part of the reason for this is that most of his writings, including more or less all those 

meant for publication, have been lost and all we have are his lecture notes. I’ve never really 

understood what those notes say about substance, form and matter, and change, for example, 

and contemporary commentators aren’t much better. I’d like to hear it from his own mouth. 

But I’m not qualified to do the interview myself because I don’t know his writings well enough. 

If I had to be the interviewer, I’d probably choose Spinoza. He too said a lot of fascinating 

things: about substances, properties, necessity, the mind, and freedom, for instance. But many 

of his claims are unclear and most of his arguments for them are terrible. There’s just no way 

that the conclusion could possibly follow. There must be important suppressed premises. And 

many of the things he takes to be self-evident and assumes without argument sound extremely 

implausible: that knowledge of an effect necessarily involves knowledge of its cause, for 

instance. What’s more, several of his most important claims look flatly inconsistent. I’m sure 

he could say a great deal towards clearing these points up. 

That said, I wouldn’t fancy the job. Asking a living philosopher questions is hard enough.  It 

can take a lot of to-ing and fro-ing before the philosopher understands what you’re asking, and 

more to-ing and fro-ing before you understand the answer--if you ever do.  And this is someone 

who speaks your own language and has been educated in much the same intellectual climate 

as you. With someone who lived 350 years ago it would be ten times harder--just as it’s ten 

times harder to understand something written in the 17th century than something written 

today. I’d rather put a good historian of philosophy into the time machine. 

 

 


