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To Jennifer, Hayes, and Smith,
who help me celebrate both the present and the future









INTRODUCTION


Walking through a dense forest, you suddenly find yourself in front of a wrought iron gate. A rustic-looking sign on the entrance reads, “Pathway to the Future.” On the other side, there’s a gravel road that bends into the trees. Feeling curious, you decide to go for it.


You open the gate and walk down the path, immediately noticing that the air is cooler than it was just seconds earlier. Before long, you’re back in your neighborhood, but twenty years in the future. Arriving at your house, you see someone coming out the front door and find yourself staring at … you. Or a version of you, twenty years older, with all the markings of time to prove it. There are a few extra pounds around your waist, more wrinkles on your face, and a softer demeanor to your gait.


Approaching your future self, you’re overwhelmed with all the possible conversation topics. It’s like catching up with an old friend you haven’t seen in years: you can’t decide what to ask about first.


Sure, you’re interested in your spouse and your children and in what ways the world around you has changed, not to mention twenty years’ worth of gossip. High on the list of questions are likely ones about your health and money, career satisfaction, and personal happiness. What did you learn about your life and how you lived it that made you proud? Where have you found meaning and joy? What regrets do you have? What disappointments? What do you imagine your legacy will be when all is said and done?


But wait: before you start grilling your future self, it’s worth taking a moment to consider how much you really want to know about the next twenty years of your life. Are there any aspects of your future that you’d rather remain a secret? Most important, how will your conversation with your future self change the way you think and live your life today, once you return through the gate?


The scenario I’ve just described is based on a novella by Ted Chiang called The Merchant and the Alchemist’s Gate, in which the narrator — a merchant — visits an alchemist who has, as the title might suggest, a magic gate that allows for meetings between past, present, and future selves. Although the story is science fiction, I assign it to my students in marketing and behavioral decision-making at UCLA. I have also told my friends and family members in an all-too-eager manner that they simply have to read it.


I do so because the tale brilliantly shines a light on the notion of time travel, something that people are surprisingly good at. Not in the way that the characters in countless science fiction novels have done, of course, but in our minds.


Because here’s the amazing part: you’ve already been through the magic gate.


[image: image]


When neuroimaging research was in its early days, researchers often spent their time studying basic — but critical — questions. One of them was: what happens in our brains when we are simply resting, not thinking about anything in particular? People were asked to lie still in a scanner and put their minds to rest. The scientists who conducted this early work had been expecting the brain activity to look like a blank slate, kind of like what you’d see if you’d just switched off your TV. What they discovered, however, was what’s now known as the “default network.”


The default network fires up when we think about a presentation we’re working on … which makes us consider what that presentation will mean for our career prospects … which reminds us — ugh — that we forgot to send some research for that presentation to a colleague as we had promised … which makes us remember the other things we need to follow up on (today!). And suddenly, we remember that card we need to buy for our father’s birthday next week, which makes us reflect on what kind of father he was when we were growing up. A moment later, we’re thinking ahead ten years to what we can teach our children as they enter adolescence.


In the span of a few seconds, our thoughts can careen back and forth from the present into the near or far future, back to the present, then to the past, and back to the distant future, in what’s known as mental time travel. It comes so easily to us that we often don’t appreciate its significance; when we’re just resting, after all, our default networks are actively supporting our mental trips. But our skill at such time travel may be, as Steven Johnson wrote in the New York Times, “the defining property of human intelligence.” Psychologist Martin Seligman and his coauthor John Tierney go further. What sets our species apart, they claim, is the “ability to contemplate the future … we thrive by considering our prospects.”


Sometimes we engage in this sort of time travel deliberately. Take, for instance, Shawdi Rahbar. On May 6, 2020, she sat down at her desk to write a letter about the relationships in her life and her quest for happiness. It wasn’t a regular diary entry, nor was it a letter to a close friend. It was a letter she would send to herself that wouldn’t be delivered for another year. Rahbar was one of more than eighteen thousand people that particular day, and ten million overall, who have written letters to themselves on the hugely popular platform FutureMe. It’s modeled after the time capsule that so many of us created in elementary school — a cache of letters, pictures, and other objects and mementos stored in a box of some kind and then buried, only to be dug up in five or ten years.


The letters on FutureMe are filled with a range of emotions and topics. Some are riddled with anxieties about which big-picture direction to go in (“I’m so scared. So, so scared. So many paths in life to take and I don’t know which one is for me”). Some offer encouragement (“But I want you to know … I’m always here cheering you on”). And some are just funny (“Dear Future me, wanna know the difference between you and me? You’re older”).


What was once a high school rite of passage — writing letters to ourselves in our freshman year to be given to ourselves at graduation — gained new currency when the COVID-19 pandemic hit. I suspect that many people were more curious than ever about what the future held. And, maybe more than ever, people wanted to take advantage of the brief pause in their lives to change the paths of their future selves.


Matt Sly, the founder of FutureMe, recently told me that he started the site because he had written a letter to his twenty-year-old self when he was in elementary school but was disappointed when he realized that, upon turning twenty, he never received the letter. Couldn’t his former teacher have sent it to him? What would it be like, he wondered, to be able to communicate between present and future selves? His site appeals to that curiosity we all have. Even though it was a side project for Sly with no marketing budget, traffic on FutureMe exploded from about four thousand letters a day in 2019 to as many as twenty-five thousand a day a year later, as people tried to gain perspective on their lives and connect with the persons they would be in the future. More than five million letters were sent in 2020 alone; clearly, knowing what the future holds is appealing to many of us (but writing letters, which I’ll dig into more in Chapter 7, is just one way of expressing such a desire).


My research focuses on understanding how this ability to time travel — albeit in our own minds — can help us manage our emotions and improve our decisions about the things that matter. Things, for example, like our finances or our health. Those are just two of the areas where our present-day wants run up against our long-term wishes. We want the slightly over-budget, nicer car; we want the extra cocktail or delicious-looking dessert. And yet at the same time, we wish to be financially stable and physically healthy.


However, by strengthening the connections between our past, present, and future selves, we can gain a new perspective on what’s important — and help create the future we want. That, in essence, is one of the main points of this book.


Just because time travel takes place inside our heads doesn’t mean it can’t change reality. How you think about your future can have a huge impact on your present and future selves.
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Okay, but what do I mean by your “future self”? Conventional wisdom holds that we are just one self throughout our lives. After all, we keep our first names, our memories, and most of our likes and dislikes. Sure, our cells replace themselves, our fashions are constantly updated, our friendships change, and our faces age, but “we are who we are.” My research tells a different story: instead of there being a central self at our core, we are instead an aggregation of separate, distinct selves. You are actually a we.


Think about the different ways we live our lives: We have a nighttime self, who stays up late and watches television. But we also have a morning self, when we walk the dog or go to the gym or anxiously anticipate the events that will unfold in the day ahead. More broadly, we clearly see our present self, in our current job, with our current associates and friends. And we remember a different self from ten years ago, when we were in school or just starting out in the job market. And we can easily imagine we will be yet a different self again ten or twenty-five years in the future, with more experience, skills, and emotional maturity.


When it comes to thinking about our future selves, the details of how we time travel can have a big impact. If I want to be healthy and fit in five years so that I can continue playing actively with my kids, I may be thinking about a future self who’s about five years older than I am now. Yet, there are lots of future selves along the way between now and then. What’s important, as some psychologists have suggested, is whether there are aspects of future me that are relevant to what I’m doing today. Maybe, for instance, I’ve decided that part of the process of getting healthier is to go for a run first thing tomorrow morning. My morning self isn’t totally foreign to me in the way that my self five years from now is, but I may still have a hard time getting in touch with tomorrow morning’s self’s feelings (and he might not be all that in touch with mine when I’ve set the alarm for 5:30 a.m.!). In order to wake up and go for a run, I need to tap into what tomorrow-morning me will be feeling — will he be tired and groggy and not want to get out of bed? Put another way, how can I help my tomorrow self stay motivated? Would it help, for instance, if I program the coffee maker to turn on at 5:25 a.m.?


The larger lesson is that learning how to effectively time travel can improve the way we think about and treat these different future selves, and thus help us create a better future.


Marketers for charities have taught us that the more vivid they make people appear, the more likely we are to give money. Could we get people to think about themselves in the future in a similarly vivid way?


One solution: in my research, I’ve shown people images of their future selves. We took photos of the participants with a blank expression and ran them through a software package to create digitally aged avatars. Mimicking all the fun things that happen with age, we made their hair grayer, their ears droopier, and their under-eyes … baggier.


And we made the experience immersive. Using virtual reality projections, participants would encounter themselves in a virtual mirror. Half were shown their present self, and half were shown their aged, future self. Afterward, we had them fill out surveys. Those who confronted their future selves ended up putting more money into a hypothetical savings account than those who did not. I’ve since tested this same sort of intervention on thousands of people, recording the decisions they made with their hard-earned dollars and cents.


This is just one possible fix, but there’s a larger lesson to be drawn from it: to make better decisions today that create happier tomorrows, we need to find ways to close the gap between our current and future selves. We need to make time travel easier, to help ourselves cross through that magic gate. That is the goal of this book.


In lieu of inventing a time-travel machine, my plan is to offer a better understanding of how we think about ourselves over our lives. The first section of the book lays out the philosophy and science behind this journey. In traveling to distant futures — at least in our minds — I’m hoping to convince you that our future selves may represent different versions of the people we are today. We strive for permanence, and so the idea that we may have multiple versions of ourselves, spread out over time, may be off-putting. I maintain, though, that the idea of our future selves as being different people altogether should be a comforting one. If we can treat those distant selves as if they are close others — people we care about, love, and want to support — then we can start making choices for them that appreciably improve our lives now and later.


But we can also use this same idea — the notion that our future selves are “others” — to better understand why we so often fall short of our goals. This is the focus of the book’s second section. In it, I highlight three common time-travel “mistakes” we make. We “miss our flights,” or get overly anchored on present-day concerns, failing to consider the future at all. We engage in “poor trip planning,” thinking ahead in some surface-level way, without deeply considering what the future will look like. And finally, we “pack the wrong clothes,” relying too much on our present self’s feelings and circumstances and projecting them onto a future self who might not feel the same way.


Of course, it’s one thing to understand our mistakes, but another to do something about them. And so the last section is all about solutions — solutions that are meant to smooth the trip from now to later. There, I focus on ways we can draw our future selves closer to our present selves, as well as methods that help us “stay the course.” But creating a better tomorrow shouldn’t be all about pain, so I also highlight techniques that make present-day sacrifices feel easier to tackle. At the same time, it may be just as important to occasionally celebrate the present in service of better todays and tomorrows.
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In Chiang’s science fiction story, the merchant is disappointed to learn that traveling through the gate won’t allow him to alter the future. Yet the alchemist notes that by traveling ahead in time, he can at least get to know the future.


We can go beyond knowing, though. Because in reflecting on our possible future selves, we can plan for them. Shape them. Change them.


Your fate is not fixed. Not even close.









PART I
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THE JOURNEY AHEAD


Who Are We as We Travel Through Time?









CHAPTER 1
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ARE WE THE “SAME” OVER TIME?


Pedro Rodrigues Filho was born with a dented skull. The injury was inflicted by a particularly violent father, who had tragically beaten Filho’s mother while she was pregnant with him. In the spectrum of nature versus nurture, Pedro seemed to get violent tendencies from both sides of the equation. And it was these acts of violence that ended up playing a starring role in Pedro’s life, as he eventually became one of the twentieth century’s most prolific serial killers.


Why am I starting a book that’s supposedly about increasing long-term well-being with the story of a man who turned into a real-life Dexter? Here’s the answer: The person Pedro is now, as you’ll see, is very different from the one he once was. And the arc of his life raises a key question: what determines who we become? Put another way, how do we ensure that our future self is the person our present self wants them to be? It’s a question that applies not just to extreme cases like Pedro’s, but to the rest of our lives as well.


A PAST YOU WOULDN’T WANT


In 1966, when he was thirteen, Pedro was beaten up by an older cousin. He was small for his age, and losing a fight to his relative caused the rest of his family and neighborhood kids to laugh at him. Bent on revenge, he waited until both he and his cousin were working at their grandfather’s factory before he pushed his older relative into a sugarcane press. The press severely mangled his cousin’s arm and shoulder but spared his life.


A year later, Pedro Sr. was fired from his job as a school security guard for allegedly stealing from the school store. Although he swore the daytime guard had committed the thefts, he was fired just the same. According to his autobiography, Pedro couldn’t bear the thought of his father being falsely accused, gathered guns and knives from his family’s house, and left for a thirty-day trip in the woods, where he hunted for food and thought about retribution. Returning to town, he sought out the man who had fired his father — the town’s deputy mayor — and shot and killed him. Still consumed with rage about his father’s unjust treatment, he tracked down the daytime guard, shot him twice, covered the body with furniture and boxes, and set it on fire.


But these were just the first of what would come to be many episodes of brutal violence. And by the time he was eighteen, Pedro had earned himself the nickname “Pedro Matador” or “Killer Petey.” He tattooed “I kill for pleasure” on his right forearm and his late fiancée’s name alongside the phrase “I can kill for love” on his left arm.


Once he was finally caught by law enforcement, he was charged with eighteen murders and ordered to a notoriously brutal São Paulo prison. For the transfer from jail to prison, he was put in the back of a police car with a serial rapist. The serial rapist did not survive the trip.


By 1985, Pedro had killed seventy-one people — one of whom was his own father! — and his prison sentence was increased to four hundred years. But the killing still didn’t stop. While he was locked up, he was responsible for murdering an additional forty-seven inmates, though he claims it was more than one hundred. This doesn’t excuse his violence, of course, but it does speak to his murderous talents: these prison victims represented some of society’s worst criminals.


When Pedro wasn’t killing other prisoners, he took up a rigorous exercise program, learned to read and write, and started receiving and answering fan mail.


In the early 2000s, the Brazilian authorities realized that they had a problem, and it wasn’t that Killer Petey was systematically thinning out the prison population. Instead, they noticed that the Brazilian penal code was created when life expectancy in Brazil was forty-three years. According to the code, inmates were not to be detained for a period longer than thirty years.


Fearing the release of one of the country’s most notorious criminals, judges found a legal loophole: prisoners could receive extended sentences for crimes committed after the original ones were prosecuted. Pedro, however, appealed his additional punishment and won.


Which is how in April 2007, after thirty-four years behind bars — only four more than the current maximum — he was released.


There’s not a robust resocialization program in Brazil. Yet, Pedro managed to adjust to a much quieter life, moving to a pink cottage in a remote part of Brazil. Authorities, however, were desperate to put him back in prison, and in 2011, they arrested him for riots that occurred during his prior jailing. On December 2017, he was rereleased. At the age of sixty-four, he had a youthful physique, maintained his calisthenics routine, and started a YouTube channel with the help of a neighbor, where he began sharing inspirational messages and stories.


By his account — which should admittedly be scrutinized — he hasn’t killed in years and no longer feels the need to do so. Can a man who was once diagnosed as a psychopath, who has killed dozens of people but now lives an ascetic (seemingly upstanding) life, be considered a new man?


I decided to ask him.


Setting up the meeting wasn’t easy. My translator, a Portuguese-speaking graduate student, was wary of giving his contact details to a convicted serial killer. So he first created an alias email address for himself and then arranged a time for all of us to speak. It was the middle of the pandemic, and given that both my wife and I were working from home, I asked her if I could use the office to take the call so I wouldn’t be distracted. But our appointment kept getting pushed back, until my wife ultimately needed the office for her own work (she’s a child psychologist and was about to go into a teletherapy session with a kid in need … which, I have to admit, was hard to prioritize below my interview with Pedro).


As a result, I found myself sitting in a rocking chair across from my infant son’s crib while talking to Brazil’s best-known serial killer. I started by asking Pedro if he thought that he was in some way the same as his younger self, or if, instead, he was fundamentally different.


His answer contained no uncertain terms: “I’m disgusted by who I once was, and I consider myself to be a new person now.”


I wanted to know, though, if there was a specific moment when he became this new version of himself. He said that it was somewhat gradual but that, yes, one specific event set off his transformation.


When he was being transferred between cells, three other prisoners ganged up and stabbed him many times — in the face, mouth, nose, stomach, all over his body. Fighting back, he killed one of them. As a result, he was placed in solitary confinement, and when he was there, he had a “negotiation” of sorts between himself and his God.


He promised God that he would become a new and different person if he could just get released from prison. In many ways, it seems like he may have lived up to his promise. For one, he no longer has the urge to kill. And while he used to be “explosive,” reacting violently to anyone who upset him, he now deals with frustrations in more socially acceptable ways (for example, he’s become a big fan of exercise).


These days, Pedro wakes up at 4 a.m. to work out and earns a small income at a recycling plant. He describes himself as essentially a hermit, avoiding alcohol, parties, and large gatherings. In his spare time, he advises younger people who have committed crimes on how to change their lives. Even though I don’t understand Portuguese, Pedro’s tone sounded genuine when he told me that he takes great pleasure in “transforming” others, counseling them away from crime.


But he also noted the challenges of transformation: although he’s seen other people from prison change their lives (one even became a preacher), the vast majority of prisoners “are who they are,” and it’s hard to completely change when “all you know is what’s inside the prison walls.”


So, even though his day-to-day life has transformed, is Pedro the same person now as the one he once was? Or is Pedro — who now goes by “Pedro ex-Matador” — a completely different person?


More to the point: can our present and future selves differ from each other in substantial ways, and does it matter?


This question is one that philosophers have been debating for centuries. I’m aware that one extremely efficient way to get people to stop paying attention is to include the words “philosophers,” “debating,” and “centuries” in the same sentence. But understanding what makes us the same — or different — over time presents an ideal jumping-off point for learning why we sometimes treat our future selves poorly — why we sometimes make choices today that we’ll later regret — and how we can do better.


THE BOAT THAT TRAVELED AROUND THE WORLD


Imagine that you have decided to take a few years off from life as you know it, buy a boat, and sail around the world. (I know, I know, the two happiest days of owning a boat are the day you buy it and the day you sell it, but for this little exercise, let’s just pretend that this is a dream of yours.) Knowing that you’ll hit some strong winds along the way, and being a big fan of puns, you’ve decided to name your new boat The Whirled Traveler. You plan to take your newly purchased yacht (if you’re going to get a boat, you might as well go big) and start off the coast of Northern Europe, travel west across the Atlantic, and make your first stop at one of the Caribbean islands — let’s say Aruba.


You experience a few storms, and by the time you arrive in Aruba, you notice that one of your sails has gotten a bit tattered during the long journey. No problem, though. You replace the sail with a new one and continue on through the Panama Canal toward French Polynesia. Once you’re there, however, you see that some of your floorboards have started cracking, and now those need to be replaced.


As luck would have it, this sort of thing keeps happening on your trip. And by the time you make it back safely to Northern Europe almost three years later, you’ve replaced every part of your yacht, from the sail to the floorboards, and, yes, even the hull. If that sounds insane, please remember that I’ve just asked you to picture leaving your job to travel around the world, which itself is pretty crazy.


The big question is this: after sailing for three years, and replacing all the parts of your boat, is it still The Whirled Traveler, or is it now an entirely different boat?


I should note: I’m clearly not the first to ask these questions. Centuries ago, Plutarch discussed such issues through the story of the Greek hero Theseus, the founder of Athens. Theseus had reportedly killed several monsters on his journeys, the most famous of which was the Minotaur. Yet, he became better known for his sailing vessel than for these heroic exploits. When he returned to Athens from Crete, the Athenians — to honor him — decided to preserve his ship in the harbor. As one board rotted, it would be replaced with another so that the monument to Theseus would remain standing. Over centuries, the whole boat must have been replaced.


Among ancient philosophers, Theseus’s ship became an anchor for an argument that never really ended. I imagine them sitting around late at night, drinking wine, using the boat to debate the idea of change. One side would hold that the ship, despite all its parts being swapped out, was still the same boat it once was, while the other would claim that, no, in fact, it could not be.


But if we want to attempt to answer this question, I think it’s helpful to take a step back and ask: What makes a boat a boat? More to the point: how many parts of us need to change before we become someone else?


ARE YOU THE SAME NOW AS WHEN YOU WERE EIGHT?


I freely admit that this is a funny question to ask. “Of course I’m the same person over time!” you might exclaim if you were prone to shouting at books you were reading.


Most of us, I’d bet, believe that we are who we are; surface-level characteristics may get altered, but not our “core” selves. After all, the kid who knocked out his front tooth in second grade, roughhousing with friends, isn’t some other person — that’s still fundamentally me!


Take Jerzy Bielecki and Cyla Cybulska, who met and fell in love in the Nazi concentration camp Auschwitz in 1943. Working with a friend in the uniform warehouse, Jerzy made a fake SS guard uniform. He then forged a document giving him authority to take a prisoner to a nearby farm. On a summer day in 1944, a sleep-deprived guard let Jerzy lead Cyla out of the camp. They walked for ten nights till they arrived at Jerzy’s uncle’s house. Jerzy, feeling a strong need to help others, joined the Polish underground army. After some time, and due to a series of mis-communications, Jerzy and Cyla believed the other had died.


Almost forty years later, Cyla, then living in Brooklyn, sadly told her housekeeper the story of the man who had saved her but then died. Coincidentally, the housekeeper had just seen a man tell the same story on Polish TV and asked whether it could be the same person — perhaps he wasn’t dead?


A week after that conversation, Cyla stepped off a plane in Krakow and was greeted by Jerzy carrying thirty-nine roses, one for each year they had been separated. Both had been widowed, and they saw each other about fifteen more times before Cyla died in 2005. In one of his final interviews before his death in 2010, Jerzy stated that he was still very much in love with his former lover.


The idea that this couple, who had known each other only briefly when they were eighteen, could still be in love sixty-seven years later makes a powerful statement about the stability of a person’s identity. With that amount of time and the trauma they had both experienced, it’s not hard to imagine that they could have changed and grown in ways unrecognizable to the other: their reunion could have just as likely been an awkward meeting between strangers.


We cling to and celebrate stories like Jerzy and Cyla’s because we seek permanence in our long-term partners. Part of the unspoken promise of marriage is that throughout your lives together, your partner will still be that same person whose smile you noticed when you first started dating. (Sure, part of the promise is that you’ll also grow together, but you’re most likely not marrying someone whose entire identity you’d like to change.)


This desire for permanence, however, may be a foolish one.


One of the most popular articles published in the New York Times was entitled “Why You Will Marry the Wrong Person.” In it, philosopher Alain de Botton made the pessimistic but reassuring claim that there are no perfect unions and no perfect partners. We marry others not necessarily because we want to be happy (although that’s why we think we marry!), but because we want to make permanent the feelings we had at a relationship’s beginning. That urge, though, might not be entirely rational. “We marry,” de Botton writes, “to bottle the joy we felt when the thought of proposing first came to us,” failing to fully recognize that our feelings for our partners will morph and shift in ways we can’t anticipate. In the same way, our partners — and we too — will also morph and shift.


So, what does stay the same over time? And what changes? These are questions that Brent Roberts, a personality psychologist, has studied for much of his adult life. With Rodica Damian and other colleagues, he recently published a paper that looked at personality continuity — and change — over a period of five decades. In 1960, almost half a million American high school students (about 5 percent of students) spent two and a half days taking various surveys and tests. Called Project Talent, the idea was conceived by psychologist John C. Flanagan, who believed that many young adults were not landing careers in which they could thrive. His solution was to assess the abilities and aspirations of America’s high school students so they could eventually be matched with more ideal job prospects.


Fifty years later, almost five thousand of these original students were surveyed again. This group was carefully selected to represent the original group — it was composed of roughly the same number of men and women from similar geographic regions as the original sample. Analyzing survey responses from 1960 and 2010, Damian and Roberts could see what happens when a sixteen-year-old teenager morphs into a sixty-six-year-old adult. How stable, they wondered, are core personality traits over fifty years?


The best answer is that it depends on how you ask the question.


Here’s one way to think about it: if you were the shiest teenager in your class, there’s a decent chance you’d be among the shier in your adult friend group. As Brent explained it to me, imagine you wanted to bet on how likely it would be that a teenager who was gregarious relative to her peers would turn into an adult who was also gregarious relative to her peers. You’d have about a 60 percent chance of making a correct guess. Better than a random roll of the dice but still far from a sure bet.


Our experiences powerfully shape who we become, so there’s no guarantee that our adult selves will resemble our teenage selves. Part of the motivation for this paper came from Rodica’s experiences growing up in war-torn Romania in the 1990s. As she explained it to me, she found it curious that some people she knew as a child continued to thrive and to alter their personalities in positive ways even in the face of adversity, while others suffered.


So, there is some stability in where you stand compared to others, but it’s still possible to show growth in important traits. For instance, most people change in terms of how conscientious and how emotionally stable they are as they grow older. But there are significant differences across people: some change a great deal, while others, not so much. In the Project Talent data set, for example, 40 percent of adults showed reliable change for any given trait, whereas the other 60 percent did not.


That doesn’t mean we all turn into different people from our teens to our sixties. We have five core personality traits — openness to new experiences, conscientiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism — and most people show significant change in one of them across ten years. That’s something — one big trait changes over a decade! But four out of five remain pretty much the same. Continuity seems to be the pattern that wins out. As Brent said, “It’s not as if people are reformulating their character in its entirety in a decade’s time.”


So, whether we are the same person over time isn’t a simple question to answer. In some ways, we are the same, but in others, we’re not. To return to the yacht metaphor — we might replace the sails or paint, but our floorboards stay the same. Or maybe we put in new floorboards but keep the original mast. We’re not an entirely new boat, but we’re definitely not the same boat.


These inevitable changes in your future self raise a rather practical set of questions. Given that we’ll change, and change in unexpected ways, what determines how these changes impact our perceptions of self-continuity? Pedro Rodrigues Filho, for instance, was convinced that he was an entirely new person because he no longer had homicidal instincts. Likewise, a ship given a new paint job might feel new, even if the frame remains the same.


The reason these perceptions of continuity matter is because they have a big impact on our behavior. If The Whirled Traveler still feels like our boat, then we’ll treat it better. We’ll keep replacing parts as needed, and maybe even invest in some upgrades. However, if it starts to feel like a different boat — a machine to which we have little attachment or with which we have little shared history — then we’ll start treating it like the last rental car we took on a family trip.


The same logic applies to your identity. If you feel a strong connection between your present and future selves — even though your present self is different from your past self, and your future self will be different from who you are today — you are much more likely to perform the hard work of self-improvement.


IT’S ALL ABOUT YOUR BODY


When you show up to your high school reunion, no one will call you by your best friend’s name. Your friends — or the people who you now just sort of know on social media — would see you and recognize that you are the same person who once inhabited an eighteen-year-old high school senior’s body. Sure, your face might have aged, and you might have a different hairstyle, but you are still in the body that your friends spent time with all those years ago. As some philosophers maintain, when it comes to your identity, what persists over time is the physical.


But your skin cells do turn over, your red blood cells get recycled, and you will most likely get shorter (or taller, if you’re like my father-in-law, who is fond of telling me how his degenerative disc surgery gave him an extra inch of height). Of course, those are just a few bodily alterations you can expect to face over time. How much, though, needs to change in your body for you to stop being you?


Here’s one slightly silly way to figure this out: You’ve decided to become friends with a mad scientist, and he has a proposition for you. He’s going to take everything inside your head — all your thoughts, feelings, and memories — and transfer them into someone else’s brain. After he has gone through this complicated and time-consuming surgery, there will be two bodies. One that looks like you but no longer has the contents of your mind, and one that doesn’t look like you but does have your thoughts and feelings.


He ups the ante and has decided to give one of the bodies a million dollars. The other body, however? Well, that one will get tortured. Before your surgery, you get to decide which one gets tortured and which one will finally have enough money for their kids to attend college. Which one do you pick?


My guess is that you doled out the money to the body with your mind and assigned the torture to the body your mind once was in. If you did pick that way, it would suggest that maybe our bodies aren’t the key to our identities.


But wait: let me give you another thought experiment. Imagine you had a tumor that would kill you unless you underwent a brain transplant procedure. You’d remain living, but your memories, preferences, plans — essentially, your entire mental life — would be destroyed. Would you do it? You’ll die if you don’t go through with the surgery, but you might die if you do go through with it.


So, the “body” theory, as some have called it, says that what makes you continue to stay “you” is your body. Yet, these quick thought experiments show that it’s hard to say if that’s really what makes you the same person over time.


IT’S ALL ABOUT YOUR MEMORIES


To John Locke, the seventeenth-century British philosopher, the body couldn’t be the answer. Instead, his insight was that what makes you the same over time is your “consciousness.” Here’s one way of interpreting that perspective: what matters is your memory. So, if you’re thirty-five years old, you contain the “you” of today and the version of you when you were fifteen. Those two versions share an identity because the later person can remember the earlier person’s thoughts and actions. Think about a sort of chain of memory — you at thirty-five remember thoughts and feelings from when you were fifteen, and that version of you remembers being twelve years old, and so on down the line.


Your identity stays the same, in other words, because you have memories from different points in time, and each memory is linked to earlier ones. Locke suggests that if you can remember your first day of, say, second grade, then you can remember that version of you. If the person you are now shares memories with the person you were then, a persistent identity is retained across all those years.


As with the body theory, there are, of course, issues with this account. For instance, if I forget what I had for breakfast yesterday, does that mean I am no longer the same person I was then? Perhaps a more significant problem: no one remembers the very early days of their lives. Does that mean that the baby version of us was a different person, since we retain no memories from that time? Do we not become ourselves until, say, we have our first memories?


MAYBE IT’S SOMETHING ELSE ENTIRELY


There’s an old joke about a dean at a university who is frustrated that the physics department requires so much money for research. He asks, “Why can’t you be like the math department — all they need are pencils, paper, and trash cans. Or even better, like the philosophy department. All they need are pencils and paper.” I know that jokes are never funny once they’re explained, but here’s the point: philosophers come up with ideas without ever needing to test them. In the context of identity over time, it’s all well and good for philosophers to create theories about what makes people the same — or different — throughout their lives. But how well do these theories map onto the way we actually think about the issue in real life?


Put differently, what do everyday people think matters when it comes to continuity of the self over time?


That’s precisely the question that Sergey Blok, at the time a psychology graduate student at Northwestern University, set out to answer in the early 2000s. He asked his research participants to imagine that an accountant named Jim was involved in a terrible car accident. The only way he could survive? You guessed it — a brain transplant! This time it’s a crazy medical experiment where his brain will be carefully removed and placed in a robot.


Thankfully, the transplant is successful. When the scientists turn the robot on, they scan Jim’s brain inside it and find that all his memories are intact. Or at least, that’s what half of the participants read. The other half learned that even though the brain survived, when the scientists scanned it, they found that none of its memories were the same as those from before the operation.


If the robot is “still” Jim, even without his old memories, that would be a point in favor of the body theory. But, if memories are necessary for Jim to continue being Jim, we would need to score one for the memory theory. In this study, which admittedly had a small number of people in it, there was a clear winner: people were roughly three times more likely to say that the robot could still be considered Jim when the memories survived the transplant procedure compared to when they did not.


When figuring out the ingredients of continuity, there’s value in learning what everyday people and philosophers believe. But in both cases, we’re dealing with imaginary scenarios, the likes of which probably won’t happen in our lifetimes. And that makes it hard to determine what matters when it comes to our identities over time.


So, how do you test such ideas without relying on thought experiments?


Nina Strohminger, a professor at the Wharton School, decided to take a nontraditional approach to understand what ties our past, current, and future selves together.


Sitting in her Philadelphia loft, with faint parrot squawks in the background, she told me that although she had done her fair share of thought experiments, she didn’t think they should be the only source of evidence. So, she turned to nursing homes.


Specifically, she reached out to caregivers of patients with neurodegenerative disorders. These are disorders where the brain has changed fundamentally — much like those of the characters in those philosophical vignettes.


She focused on three groups of patients. One group had Alzheimer’s disease, where patients’ bodies were healthy, but their memories were vanishing. Another group had amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), where patients’ minds remained healthy, but their bodily functions were deteriorating. And the final group had frontotemporal dementia (FTD), where motor abilities and most memories are intact, but moral impairments occur. For example, many patients with FTD show reduced empathy, become dishonest, and no longer pay much attention to social norms.


The caretakers responded to a battery of survey questions, including “Do you feel like you still know who the patient is?” and “Does the patient seem like a stranger to you?” Patients with ALS, the disease primarily affecting the body but not the mind, were perceived to have the least identity disruption. Alzheimer’s came next. But frontotemporal dementia was seen as having by far the most identity disruption.


The debate about what makes us who we are as we progress through life has often boiled down to the “body” versus the “mind.” The fact that FTD patients seem least like their former selves suggests that there may be something more to consider. What, though, might that be?


As Nina and her coauthor, Shaun Nichols, explain, what makes us stay who we are — or become different people altogether — is our sense of a “moral self.” Whether a person is kind or biting, empathetic or callous, polite or brusque: these are the aspects that most significantly tie a younger person to their older self.


When these moral traits are fundamentally altered, Nina and her colleagues have found that our relationships seem to be altered, too. Nina related a telling example to me: She asked one of her friends, a woman who was an artist, what would have to change about her personality for her partner to no longer see her as the same person over time. After considering the question, her friend replied, “I think if I became really bad at art. If I became a bad artist, my partner would leave me — she’d say, ‘That’s not the person I married, and I don’t love her anymore.’ ”


Nina then flipped the question around. “What,” she asked, “are some ways your wife could change, and you would say, she’s no longer the person I married? What change would need to take place for you to say, she’s no longer the same person, and I don’t love her anymore?” And to that, her friend quickly replied, “Hmm … I guess if she became a bitch.”


There’s an interesting blind spot here — when it came to her own traits, Nina’s friend assumed that art was such a core part of her identity that were it to be altered, she’d no longer be the same person in the eyes of her spouse. Yet when the question was switched around, things changed. Now what mattered most was her wife’s sense of kindness. That makes sense: kindness, after all, is what Nina and her colleagues call an “essential moral trait.”


This anecdote is a perfect illustration of how these sorts of moral traits, when changed, can impact not only our sense of identity stability but our relationships as well. Yes, we change friends and lovers, but if all of them were to change, it would present a serious challenge to our sense of a continuous self over time.


[image: image]


So, is Pedro ex-Matador a fundamentally different person now, or is he the same person he once was?


I believe that the research on the “essential moral self” is the closest we can get to an answer. When core moral traits remain intact, even if many other things change, we can see a thread of continuity in people. It’s why we see some people as maintaining a sense of sameness over time, but recognize complete change in others.


What happens, though, when we turn the lens on ourselves? Sure, we can see continuity — and the lack of continuity — in others; we recognize the transformation of Pedro ex-Matador from a cold-blooded killer into an evangelist for nonviolence. But how likely are we to see our own future selves as the same or as completely different from who we are now? And how might those beliefs impact the decisions we make today? That’s the set of questions I’ll tackle in the next chapter.


The answers could have serious implications for your diet and your bank account, among other things.


Highlights




•Do we change over time? Some aspects of our personality change, while others remain the same.


•It’s difficult to make long-term decisions (such as whom to marry) if our future selves are different from our present selves.


•If people retain their moral traits over time, we’re likely to see their present and future selves as similar.
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