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Sumário 
Nestes versos, Álvaro de Campos, um dos heterónimos de Fernando Pessoa, estabelece 
uma condenação antropológica: a do Eu ser ele próprio e apenas ele próprio. No en-
tanto, a possibilidade da existência de outro eu que não eu, os encontros imaginários 
do eu consigo próprio ou os cenários distópicos de usurpação da identidade, são ob-
jetos perenes de fascínio e tremor filosóficos. Nestas breves notas sobre identidade 
pessoal, pretendemos refletir sobre o valor de verdade desta suposta condenação an-
tropológica e questionar até que ponto é possível termos a experiência do que é ser 
outro, continuando a sermos nós-próprios.
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Abstract
In these verses, Álvaro de Campos, one of Fernando Pessoa’s heteronyms, proclaims 
the anthropological condemnation of the self to be him and only himself. However, the 
possibility of the existence of another me, the imaginary encounters of me with myself, 
or the dystopian scenarios of identity usurpation, are perennial objects of philosophical 
fascination and tremble. On these brief notes on personal identity, we intend to reflect 
on the truth value of this supposed anthropological condemnation, and to what extent 
it is possible for to have the experience of what it is like to be other than myself, while 
still being me. 
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1.  The first version of this article was presented at the Colloquium Identity and Per-
son, held as part of the XXX International Philosophy Olympiad, which took place, 
in Lisbon and Almada, between 26 and 29 May 2022.
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Manuel João Pires176

The notes I am preparing to share whit you on personal identity 
will have as leitmotif an excerpt from a poem by Álvaro de Campos, 
one of the multiple selves of the Poet Fernando Pessoa, supposedly 
written on 6 August 1931.

“Yes, it’s me, I myself, what I turned out to be, 
A kind of accessory or spare part of my own person,  

The jagged outskirts of my true emotion— 
I’m the one here in myself, it’s me. (…) 

It’s me, just me, and nothing I can do about it!”2

When I thought of sharing with you a set of notes on personal 
identity, I forgot an essential detail! It is just a detail, but it is relevant, 
nonetheless.

“Yes, it’s me, I myself, what I turned out to be.”

Therefore, I should have realized, in a clear and distinct way, that 
resists even to the most extravagant assumptions of the sceptics, that 
I wouldn’t have the time or the capacity to achieve my philosophical 
goal. 

If I had the time and the capacity, what I wanted to do was to re-
flect with you, dear readers, on the anthropological condemnation of 
the self to be him and only himself. 

In the excerpt from the poem that constitutes the leitmotif of these 
notes, Álvaro de Campos states that “I’m the one here in myself, it’s 
me”, as if it were impossible not only to be, but to know or to have the 
experience of what it would be like to be someone other than myself.

In the poet’s verses – “It’s me just me” - we find the metaphysical 
assertion that I am just me and nothing but me, in a clear statement of 
the principle of identity, where A is equal to A and A is not and cannot 

2.  “Sim, sou eu, eu mesmo, tal qual resultei de tudo, / Espécie de acessório ou so-
bresselente próprio, / Arredores irregulares da minha emoção sincera, / Sou eu aqui 
em mim, sou eu. (...) / Sou eu mesmo, que remédio...!”. Cf. Álvaro de Campos, in A 
Little Larger Than the Entire Universe selected poems (2006), Edited and Translated 
by Richard Zenith, London, England: Penguin Books, p. 241.
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be B, i.e., A is A in all possible worlds and it is a metaphysical impos-
sibility that A can be any of the infinite ontological possibilities that 
instantiate another self, other than A.

When we speak here of the identity of A with A, of me with my-
self, of each of you with yourselves, we are not talking about the way 
in which two hypothetically indistinguishable twins are identical, be-
cause in that case we would be talking about qualitative identity.

Suppose that I and one of the readers of these notes are qualitati-
vely identical in the same way that two true twins are identical. Now, in 
this implausible but possible scenario, I and the person who is reading 
these notes are not the same; I am I and he is he, other than me, notwi-
thstanding the qualitative identity between me and him.

In fact, my failed purpose, because I am me, just me, and I don´t 
have the time nor the capacity required, was to equate with you the 
possibility of being not qualitatively, but numerically other than our-
selves, contrary to what this heteronym of Fernando Pessoa seems to 
affirm.

Numerical identity is literally the property of being the same thing 
as. It is the kind of identity that all entities have with themselves. 

“I’m the one here in myself, it’s me (...)
It’s me, just me”

Álvaro de Campos is stating that he is him and nothing more than 
him, because it would be metaphysically impossible that in terms of 
numerical identity he would not be him, but someone other than him. 

Álvaro de Campos is the same as Álvaro de Campos and Álvaro 
de Campos is different from everything that is not Álvaro de Campos.  

In fact, if we wanted to know what it was to be Álvaro de Campos 
at the moment he wrote these verses, it seems that there is nothing we 
could do to achieve that goal. 

If we were to ask Pessoa’s heteronym what it is to be him while 
writing these verses, we would only know what Álvaro de Campos, 
himself, thinks it is to be himself while writing these verses.
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On these notes, we are understanding “thinking” in the Cartesian 
sense, when in the ninth paragraph of the Principles of Philosophy, 
states that “thinking is all that which so takes place in us that we of 
ourselves are immediately conscious of it; and, accordingly, not only 
to understand, to will, to imagine, but even to perceive/feel are here the 
same as to think (cogitare)”3

If we were to connect to Álvaro de Campos’ brain a set of electro-
des that would allow us to monitor the neurological activity that occurs 
when Álvaro de Campos is writing these verses, we would only know 
what physical-chemical reactions occur in his brain while he is writing 
these verses, but nothing about what it is like to be Álvaro de Campos 
writing these verses.

And if, already in despair, we were to open Álvaro de Campos’ 
cranial box and try to smell and even taste his brain while he writes 
these verses, the most we could experience would be what the poet’s 
brain smells and tastes like at when he writes these verses4. 

But we would know absolutely nothing of what it is to be Álvaro 
de Campos when he writes these verses, because to know what it is to 
be Álvaro de Campos when he writes these verses, it seems that we 
would have to be Álvaro de Campos, and we are us, we are not Álvaro 
de Campos. 

In the famous film Being John Malcovitch5, the possibility is po-
sed of entering a tunnel that would allow us to be John Malcovitch for 
fifteen minutes and see the world through his eyes, as if we were not 
ourselves but John Malcovitch himself.

However, if Álvaro de Campos is right in philosophical terms, the 

3.  “Par le mot de penser, j’entends tout ce qui se fait en nous de telle sorte que 
nous l’apercevons immédiatement par nous-mêmes; c’est pourquoi non seulement 
entendre, vouloir, imaginer, mais aussi sentir, est la même chose ici que penser.” Cf. 
DESCARTES, René, Méthodes et Principes de la Philosophie: Éditions Le Mono, 
p. 43.
4.  “There is here an obvious reference to the thought experiment carried out by 
Thomas Nagel in the chapter “Other Minds” in What Does it all Mean? A Very Short 
Introduction to Philosophy, except that in this case the aim is to know what some-
one’s experience is when they are eating a chocolate. Cf. Nagel, Thomas. (1987). 
What Does it all Mean? A Very Short Introduction to Philosophy. New York, USA: 
Oxford University, pp. 19-26.
5.  Spike Jonze & Michael Stipe, Sandy Stern, Steve Golin, Vincent Landay. 1999. 
Being John Malcovitch. USA: Universal Pictures.
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film suffers from a capital fallacy, because we may want to be John 
Malcovitch, but we cannot be John Malcovitch, neither in the actual 
world nor in any possible world.

Yes, it’s me, I myself, what I turned out to be, and if I had the ne-
cessary time and skills, I had the firm intention of also sharing with you 
that despite this anthropological condemnation of the self to be him 
and only himself, the possibility of the existence of another me, the 
imaginary encounters of me with myself, or the dystopian scenarios of 
identity usurpation, are perennial objects of philosophical fascination 
and tremble.

I had intended to mention the case of Golyadkin, a poor civil ser-
vant at the beginning of the 19th century in St Petersburg, the main 
character in Dostoevsky’s novel The Double6. On the night Golyadkin 
goes to the birthday party of Klara, the daughter of an older civil ser-
vant, he ends up returning home because of his social unfitness and 
on the way he himself meets the double, also called Golyadkin. They 
both make their way to Golyadkin’s house, and the hero offers to let 
the other Golyadkin stay. His replica of himself, usurps his identity, 
eventually driving the original Golyadkin to madness and an absolute 
break with society.

I also wanted to mention the case of Philipp Roth who, in the 
novel Operation Shylock: a confession7, meets a double who steals his 
name, usurps his biography, and travels the world pretending to be the 
writer we all know as Philip Roth.

Throughout the novel Philip Roth comes to know this man, who 
may or may not be Philip Roth. Since the other Philip Roth defends and 
propagates conceptions totally contrary to those of the Philip Roth who 
is Philip Roth about the Holocaust and the exodus of the Jews, Philip 
Roth decides to stop the intentions of the other Philip Roth who is not 
Philip Roth.

In the last paragraph of the chapter entitled, A Life not my own, 
Roth describes the crucial moment of the novel: 

“I was standing in the hotel lobby looking for a phone to call a 
taxi, when someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to find facing 

6.  Dostoiévsky, Fiódor. (2003), Dvoinik. O Duplo. Translated by Nina Guerra e Filipe 
Guerra, Lisboa, Portugal: Editorial Presença.
7.  Roth, Philip (2000). Operation Shylock: a confession. London, England: Vin-
tage Books.
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me the other Philip Roth.”8

And… after a brief dialogue between the two Philip Roth, the Phi-
lip Roth that it is not Philip Roth says this: 

“Philip Roth! The real Philip Roth—after all these years!9”

And the Philip Roth that is Philip Roth says: “And you, you must 
be the fake Philip Roth.10”

The Roth that is not Roth laughed and says: “Fake, oh, compared 
to you, absolutely fake - compared to you, nothing, no one, a cipher. I 
can’t tell you what it’s like for me!”11

These two examples are paradigmatic of the fascination of the 
existence of an I that is me, but which is distinct from me, not only in 
terms of quantitative identity, but also in terms of numerical identity.

In fiction it seems possible to construct scenarios in which there 
is another me, who is not me, but who wants to usurp my identity and 
be me, “I myself, what I turned out to be / A kind of accessory or spare 
part of my own person, /The jagged outskirts of my true emotion.”12

But in The Double and Operation Shylock, the other is not me, 
because it does not respect Leibniz’s principle of indiscernible, accor-
ding to which if two things are identical, then they share all properties, 
or  x = y → (∀F)(Fx ↔ Fy).

The other Golyadkin is not Golyadkin, the other Philip Roth is 
not Philip Roth. Philip Roth the writer is identical with Philip Roth the 
writer, but not identical with the Philip Roth who usurps Philip Roth’s 
identity. Golyadkin is identical with Golyadkin, but not identical with 
the Golyadkin who stays at his home in that fateful night.

However, if I were not me, what I turned out to be, the one here in 
myself, I would also like to reflect with the readers of this notes on a 
work of fiction in which the author conceives a scenario in which there 
is not someone who usurps his identity and wants to be the author him-

8.  Roth, Op.Cit., p. 95.
9.  Op.Cit., p. 97.
10.  Ibidem.
11.  Ibidem.
12.  Álvaro de Campos, Op. Cit.
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self, but rather in which there is the Other who is the Same.

I would have liked to tell you about the short story by Jorge Luís 
Borges, that is part of The Book of Sand13. Borges tells us about an 
event that took place in February 1969 in Cambridge and that he did 
not immediately puts in writing because he above all wanted to forget 
that singular event as not to lose his mind and go insane.

Borges would be sitting on a park bench by a river that made him 
think about time and Heraclitus’ famous aphorism that the same man 
cannot enter the same river twice. 

Suddenly there was someone sitting at the other end of the same 
bench.

Borges asked the other: “Sir, are you an Uruguayan or an 
Argentine?”14 

The other replied: “Argentine, but I’ve lived in Geneva since 
1914”15

Astonished Borges asked: “At number seventeen Malagnou - 
across from the Orthodox church?”16. And the other answered in the 
affirmative!

The next sentence is mind-blowing: “In that case,’ I said straight 
out, ‘your name is Jorge Luis Borges. I, too, am Jorge Luis Borges. 
This is 1969 and we’re in the city of Cambridge”17 

In fact, they were qualitatively similar, but not identical, Borges 
was much older than the Other.

I can prove I’m not lying, Borges said. ‘I’m going to tell you thin-
gs a stranger couldn’t possibly know.”18 

Borges relates a series of facts and details such as that In the war-
drobe of your room are two rows of books which among others con-
tains a Don Quixote published by Garnier and, hidden behind the other 
volumes, a book in paper covers about sexual customs in the Balkans19.

 
13.  Borges, Jorge Luis. (1975). El Libro de Arena. The Book of Sand. Translated by 
Norman Thomas di Giovanni. Middlesex. England: Penguin Books, pp. 3-10.
14.  Borges, Op. Cit., p. 4.
15.  Ibidem.
16.  Ibidem.
17.  Ibidem.
18.  Ibidem.
19.  Op. Cit., pp. 4-5.
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The older Borges then says to his younger self: ‘I don’t know the 
number of books you’ll write, but I know they’ll be too many. You’ll 
write poems that will give you a pleasure that others won’t share and 
stories of a somewhat fantastic nature. Like your father and so many 
others of our family, you will teach.”20 And Borges confesses to the 
Other, that is, to himself: “When you get to my age, you will have lost 
your eyesight almost completely. You’ll still make out the colour ye-
llow and lights and shadows. Don’t worry. Gradual blindness is not a 
tragedy. It’s like a slow summer dusk.”21 

Before they said goodbye, Borges asks Borges: “If you have been 
me, how do you explain the fact that you have forgotten your meeting 
with an elderly gentleman who told you that he, too, was Borges?”22

The scenario constructed by Borges is extremely implausible, but 
it is conceivable, otherwise the author could never have included this 
tale in The Book of Sand. Now, if the scenario is conceivable, then it is 
possible that this is the case in one of the possible worlds. But if it is 
possible that this is the case in at least one of the possible worlds, then 
it is not metaphysically impossible for there to be other than myself, 
another Borges who is Borges and not just someone who wants to be 
Borges.

J. David Velleman, in his work entitled On Being Me, describes 
the situation in which he dreamt he was Socrates, the philosopher who 
was condemned to death by swallowing hemlock, because he consi-
dered that a life that is not examined to the end is not worthy of being 
lived. Velleman claims that when he awoke, he did not describe the 
dream content as a scenario in which he, Velleman, did not exist, but 
rather as a scenario in which he did exist, albeit as Socrates. 

In this sense, it is possible, without committing any logical or me-
taphysical contradiction, for Velleman to imagine being someone other 
than David Velleman while still being him. Valleman does not imagine 
being Socrates, which would be metaphysically impossible, but rather 
he imagines Valleman being Socrates, which is an authentic metaphy-
sical possibility. As the author says, “I can imagine being someone 
other than David Velleman while still being me.”23

20.  Op. Cit., p. 6.
21.  Op. Cit., p. 10.
22.  Op. Cit., p. 8.
23.  Velleman, J. David. (2020). On Being Me. A Personal Invitation to Philosophy. 
New Jersey, USA: Princeton University Press, pp. 4-5.
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If we wanted to put this insight in the form of an argument it would 
go something like this, where “x” is the proposition “it is possible for 
there to be other than myself, another me who is me and not just so-
meone who wants to be me”:

P1. If x is conceivable, that is, involves no logical or metaphysical 
contradiction, then x is possible.

Regarding the first premise it should be noted that x being concei-
vable is not identical to x being imaginable. Everything that is concei-
vable is imaginable, but not everything that is imaginable is conceiva-
ble. For x to be conceivable cannot imply any logical or metaphysical 
contradiction. However, there are imaginable things which, since they 
imply logical or metaphysical contradictions, are not conceivable. Let 
us imagine that Mr. K imagines that he is Napoleon Bonaparte. Now, K 
can imagine that he is Napoleon, but he cannot truly conceive that he is 
Napoleon, because for K to conceive that he is Napoleon it would have 
to be possible for K to be Napoleon in some possible world. However, 
K cannot be Napoleon in any possible world. Therefore, K cannot con-
ceive that he is Napoleon even though he can imagine that he is Na-
poleon. We could ask Mr. K the same question that Saul Kripke, in the 
third lecture of Naming and Necessity24 asks about, Elizabeth II, Queen 
of England: could this man, Mr. K, himself, have been born of different 
parents from the parents from whom he actually came?25 Admitting 
that Mr. K’s parents are Mr. Y and Mrs. Z, we may ask as Kripke does: 
How could a person originating from different parents, from a totally 
different sperm and egg, be this very man?26 

Many things might have been different in K’s life, just as many 
things might have been different in the life of the Queen of England27. 
24.  Kripke, Saul A. (2001). Naming and Necessity. Massachusetts, USA: Harvard 
University Press.
25.  “Let’s try and refine the question a little bit. The question really should be, let’s 
say, could the Queen-could this woman herself-have been born of different parents 
from the parents from whom she actually came? Could she, let’s say, have been the 
daughter instead of Mr. and Mrs. Truman?” Cf. Kripke, Op. Cit., p. 112. 
26.  “How could a person originating from different parents, from a totally different 
sperm and egg, be this very woman?” Cf. Op. Cit., p. 113.
27.  “One can imagine, given the woman, that various things in her life could have 
changed: that she should have become a pauper; that her royal blood should have 
been unknown, and so on. One is given, let’s say, a previous history of the world up 
to a certain time, and from that time it diverges considerably from the actual course. 
This seems to be possible. And so, it’s possible that even though she were born of 
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To be conceivable that in some possible world K was Napoleon, K 
would have to have been generated from a particular egg of Letizia Ra-
molino and a particular sperm of Carlo Buonaparte. K, however, was 
generated from the union of a particular ovum of Mr Z and a particular 
spermatozoon of Mrs. Y28. If K had been generated from the union of 
a particular ovum of Letizia Ramolino and a particular spermatozoon 
of Carlo Buonaparte, then K would be Napoleon Bonaparte. But if K 
were Napoleon Bonaparte, there could be no possible world in which 
K would imagine himself to be Napoleon Bonaparte, because K would 
simply not exist. Thus, when K imagines he is Napoleon, the fact that 
K imagines he is Napoleon does not mean that it is conceivable for K 
to be Napoleon, nor that it is possible for K to be Napoleon. 

So, what the first premise establishes is that everything concei-
vable is possible, but not that everything that is imagined by someone 
is equally possible, because purely and simply there are imaginable 
things that, being logical or metaphysical impossibilities, are not con-
ceivable, and not being conceivable, are not possible.

After this clarification about the meaning of the first premise, we 
can continue our argument by formulating the second premise.

P2. If x is possible, then x can be the case in at least one possible 
world.

P3. If x is possible then it is not metaphysically impossible to exist 
other than myself, another me who is me and not just someone who 
wants to be me.

P4. x is conceivable.

P5. x is possible.

P6. x can be the case in at least one possible world. 

Hence it is not metaphysically impossible for there to be other 
than myself, another me who is me and not just someone who wants 
to be me.

But then, if this argument is sound, Álvaro de Campos’ verses 
these parents she never became queen.” Cf. Ibidem.
28.  “It seems to me that anything coming from a different origin would not be this 
object”. Cf. Ibidem.
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were object of a philosophical refutation in the field of fiction, that is, 
in the field of the modalities, not of what is but of what may be. 

Thus, the supposed anthropological condemnation that I mentio-
ned at the beginning of my notes on personal identity is false, because 
there are possible worlds in which I can be other than myself, even if 
that other is me.

Moreover, if I were not me, just me, I would like to think with you 
to what extent it is possible to have the experience of what it is like to 
be other than myself.

What is like to be other than me?

One well-known source for what-it-is-like questions is Thomas 
Nagel’s classic paper “What is it like to be a bat?”29 

Nagel thinks that it is obviously true that there is something it is 
like to be a bat; there are facts about what it is like to be a bat; bats have 
consciousness, just as we do. 

Of course, bats and humans have very different kinds of consciou-
sness. 

But perhaps if we could ask “What is it like to be a bat?”, we 
might equally ask “What is it like to be other than me?” and “Is there 
anything that it is distinctively like to be me or other than me, as there 
is something that it is distinctively like to be a bat, or a human or a dog? 
At the level of our consciousness, is there “a me world” and “a not me 
world”? 

In fact, what I wanted to show on these notes on personal identity 
was that through art, namely literature, we may not be able to be other 
than ourselves, but we can have the experience of what it is like to be 
other than ourselves, while still being me.

When I read Álvaro de Campos’ poetry, I have the radical expe-
rience of what it is like to be other than me, and what it is like to be 
other than Fernando Pessoa, while still being me. 

Álvaro de Campos is numerically identical to Álvaro de Campos, 

29.  Nagel, Thomas. Philosophical Review 83.4, October 1974, pp.435-450 
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but Álvaro de Campos is qualitatively different from Fernando Pessoa, 
Alberto Caeiro, Ricardo Reis or Bernardo Soares, author of The Book 
of Disquiet.

But, is Álvaro de Campos numerically identical or distinct from 
Fernando Pessoa?

In art, especially in literature, are characters just ways we can have 
the experience of what is it like to be or are there actually others who 
are qualitatively but above all numerically distinct from their creators?

Fernando Pessoa conceived and created Álvaro de Campos, but 
Álvaro de Campos is not Fernando Pessoa and Fernando Pessoa is not 
Álvaro de Campos. 

They are not one, they are two and by reading the poems of each 
of these poets we are granted the grace of experiencing what it is to be 
Fernando Pessoa or Álvaro de Campos, and that allows us to be more 
than just me, while still being me.

If I wasn’t me, 
“I myself, what I turned out to be, 

A kind of accessory or spare part of my own person,  
The jagged outskirts of my true emotion— 

I’m the one here in myself, it’s me. (…)”

I would have been able to share, in a successfully and persuasive-
ly way, these notes, my philosophical questions and perplexities with 
you, dear readers.

But, perhaps, it’s me, just me, and forgive me, but
It seems there’s nothing I can do about it! 
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