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You've already died a few times,
nobody held a funeral
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Elon Musk wants to back you up. The  

problem is there was never one of you

to save

.You've already died

.Not once. A few times

The kid who cried on the first  day of

school  is  gone.  The  16-year-old  who

thought his life was over because a girl

left him on read is gone. The 24-year-

old who signed his  first  contract  with

.shaking hands is gone

.Nobody held a funeral

.You didn't either

Because you assume something stayed
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constant  under  all  of  them.  A  thread

called "me" running from the kid to the

.adult without ever breaking

.Try to grab it

If you can, tell  me when  you changed.

Not "I've changed a lot."  When.  Which

year,  which  month,  which  decision

.ended  that  guy  and  started  this  one

You can't. I  can't. And if you think you

can,  my  friend  Khalid  couldn't  either,

a n d  h e ' s  t h e  o n e  w h o  r a n  t h e

.experiment  in  front  of  me

I'm not here to talk down on you. I've

spent most of my adult life defending
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opinions that belonged to a version of

me I wouldn't hire today. This letter is to

.me as much as it is to you

Khalid  had  open-heart  surgery  2

months  before  this  conversation.  3

blocked  arteries.  A  surgeon  who  told

him,  right  before  the  anesthesia,  that

the  odds  were  good  "but  nobody

".guarantees  anything

You have to understand what kind of

guy Khalid was. He was scared of dying

in  a  way  his  fr iends  made  fun  of.

Wouldn't  fly  unless  forced.  Googled

every ache. Postponed checkups so he



6

wouldn't hear bad news. And he smoked

for 30 years anyway,  because fear of

death and refusal to look at it live in the

same  person  (I  would  know,  I  did  a

version of that with my own health in

.(my 20s

That  night  someone  passed  him  the

.pack out of habit

He  looked  at  it  like  it  belonged  to

.someone else

.And handed it back

Then he said: "I don't know what came

back from that operating room. Same

name, same face. But the guy who was



7

afraid  of  dying didn't  come back."  He

went under certain he might not wake

up. He woke up. And the thing inside him

that  used  to  shake  whenever  death

.came up didn't wake up with him

.Not courage he gained

.A fear that died

.We laughed. All of us laughed

Then  a  year  later  I  heard  Elon  Musk

promise people a backup copy of their

.memories, and I stopped laughing

Because Khalid wasn't describing a rare

event.  He  was  describing  the  normal

one, at a speed where you could finally



8

.see it

I  –  The  man  selling  you  a  backup  of

yourself

In the future you'll be able to

save and replay memories...

you  could  basically  store

your memories as a backup,

and  restore  the  memories,

and  ultimately  you  could

potentially  download  them

into a new body or a robot

.body

Elon  Musk,  Neuralink  presentation,  –
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August 2020

In January 2024 Neuralink put its first

chip  in  a  human  brain.  A  young  man

paralyzed  from  the  neck  down.  He

moved  a  cursor  with  his  thoughts,

played  chess  on  a  screen,  and  the

internet  lost  its  mind.  A  few  months

later most of the tiny threads retracted

from  his  brain  tissue,  performance

dropped,  and  they  patched  it  in

.software

That's the reality today: a cursor on a

.screen

.The promise is much bigger
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.Memories saved

.Personality stored

And  then,  one  day,  downloaded  into

.another body

Now, I don't care right now whether the

promise is honest or marketing. It only

matters  that  millions  of  people  can

imagine  it,  because that opens a door

.that used to stay shut

You  see,  here 's  the  door .  I f  you

download  Khalid's  memories  and

personality  into  a  new  body,  is  that

?Khalid

If  you ask 10 people,  5  say obviously
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.yes. The other 5 say obviously no

Both  halves  are  wrong  for  the  same

.reason

Both  assume  there's  a  sharp  answer

sitt ing  out  there ,  wait ing  to  be

discovered.  And  I'm  going  to  try  to

c o n v i n c e  y o u ,  s l o w l y ,  t h a t  t h i s

assumption is  the entire problem.  Not

.the chip

.You

II – The bald man and the ship

The  ship  wherein  Theseus

and  the  youth  of  Athens

returned  from  Crete...  was
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preserved by the Athenians,

for they took away the old

planks  as  they  decayed,

putting  in  new  and  strong

t imber  in  their  p laces ,

insomuch  that  this  ship

became a standing example

among the philosophers for

the logical question of things

that grow; one side holding

that  the  ship  remained  the

s a m e ,  a n d  t h e  o t h e r

contending  that  it  was  not

.the same
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Plutarch, Life of Theseus –

Now, before we get to brains, a game

.that's about 2,400 years old

A man with a full head of hair. Pull out 1

hair. He is not bald. Pull out another. Still

not bald. Keep going and you will get to

.bald

?So which hair did it

If you say hair number 4,317, I'm going

to  ask  what  makes  it  different  from

.4,316. If you say 4,316, same question

.Nothing

There is no secret in that hair. The line

you  drew,  you  drew  for  practical
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.reasons.  You  didn't  find  it  in  nature

.Now swap the head for the ship

If you say the ship stays "the same ship"

as long as more than half its planks are

original. Then you're claiming the plank

that  moved  the  ratio  from  49.99%  to

.50.01% is the plank that killed the ship

?Why that one

?What's in it

.Nothing

And that alone, before any complicated

philosophy,  is  enough to sink a whole

idea: the percentage of original material

is  not  what  makes  a  thing  itself.  Not
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51%.  Not  70%.  Not  90%.  Pick  any

number  and  it  turns  arbitrary  the

second you ask "why not  the number

"?right before it

Remember  this  move.  We're  about  to

.run it on Khalid

III – Khalid, one cell at a time

W h e n  I  e n t e r  m o s t

intimately  into  what  I  call

myself,  I always stumble on

some  particular  perception

or other, of heat or cold, light

or shade, love or hatred, pain

or  pleasure.  I  never  can
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catch  myself  at  any  time

without  a  perception,  and

never can observe any thing

.but the perception

David  Hume,  A  Treatise  of  Human  –

Nature

If 1% of Khalid's cells died today and got

replaced,  he's  Khalid.  This  actually

happens, every day, and nobody sends

.flowers

.over a year? Khalid 10%

over a decade? Still Khalid, though 30%

.his knee complains about it

Now  the  brain.  This  is  where  the
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p h i l o s o p h e r s '  g a m e  b e c o m e s

.something sold at a product launch

Replace 1 neuron with an artificial circuit

that  does  exactly  what  it  did.  Same

signal,  same  timing.  Did  Khalid  die?

.Nobody says that

neurons.  1  million.  Then 40% of  1,000

the network, gradually, over years, while

he  remembers  his  kids'  birthdays,  still

likes  his  coffee  bitter,  still  hates  the

traffic on the ring road, and there is not

.a single moment where he feels a gap

Every morning he wakes up and says,

about the man who fell asleep last night:
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.me

?So where's your line? 50.0001%

.Go back to the hair

Okay. So if you kill the percentage, what

does  make  Khalid  Khalid?  There  are

only  3  candidates,  and  this  is  the

:cleanest split I've found

The body. Feels obvious until you get to

brain transplants.  Move Khalid's whole

brain into another body and ask anyone,

from a philosophy professor to the guy

at the gas station: where did Khalid go?

They'll say: with the brain. The old body

became something you say goodbye to,
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.not someone you visit

The  brain.  Stronger.  But  it  walks  you

straight back into gradual replacement,

the  percentage,  the  hair .  Ship  of

.Theseus,  but  made  of  meat

The  thread.  Memories,  personality,

values, and, most of all, the feeling that

who you are today grew out of who you

were  yesterday  instead  of  jumping

there. This is the strongest candidate I

know  of,  and  it 's  what  Hume  was

circling  when  he  went  looking  inside

himself  for  a  "self"  and  only  found  a

parade of perceptions. The palace was
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.full of movement. No king

The  thing  is,  even  the  thread  doesn't

.give you a sharp line

A man with severe dementia. At 20% of

his memories gone, did he leave? 50%?

80%? His kids don't know what to tell

people,  because  language  wants  one

answer and reality keeps handing them

.a gradient

.There is no clean number

.There never was

IV – Your favorite band has zero original

members

Let's leave the philosophers alone for a
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.section and go somewhere dumber

If  you've ever been to a reunion tour,

.you already know this one

Think of a band that's been touring for

.30 years

The singer left in year 8. The drummer

got  replaced  in  year  12  (creative

differences,  which  means  someone

slept  with  someone).  The  bassist  quit,

came back, quit again. The guitarist died

and  his  tech  took  over.  Today  not  a

single  person  on  stage  was  in  the

.original lineup

And  20,000  people  paid  to  see  them
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last  night  and  screamed  the  band's

.name

Are they lying? If you paid for a ticket,

did you get scammed by a cover band

?that stole the name

Ask the crowd. They'll say no, obviously

".it's the band. "It's the same band, man

?So what stayed

Not the bodies. What stayed is the way

the  second  chorus  kicks,  the  joke  the

singer  makes  before  the  encore,  the

setlist that got handed down, the story

from  the  2009  tour  that  every  new

member hears in the van in their  first
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week. What stayed is the causal chain:

every  member  joined  because  a

member before them brought them in,

learned the room before they ran the

.room

Now imagine 4 strangers rent the same

venue,  learn the same songs note for

note,  and  play  them  under  the  same

name. Nobody would call that the band.

Not because their bodies are different.

.Because the chain is cut

The lesson: Identity doesn't live in how

much of the original material remains. It

lives in the thread that connects each
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state to the one before it. Cut the thread

and  the  band  is  dead  while  every

member is alive; keep it and the band

.survives with every member replaced

T h a t ' s  i t  f o r  t h e  b a n d .  B a c k  t o

something harder, because the thread is

about  to  get  cut  in  a  way  you  can't

.argue your way out of

V – The question the universe doesn't

have an answer to

What matters isn't that there

will  be  someone  alive  who

will  be me.  It  is  rather that

there  will  be  at  least  one
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living  person  who  will  be

psychologically  continuous

.with  me  as  I  am  now

Derek  Parfit,  "The  Unimportance  of  –

"Identity

In the late 20th century a quiet British

philosopher named Derek Parfit  sat in

front of this whole mess and came out

with  something  more  disturbing  than

.everything above

You see, he said: maybe we're getting

.the question wrong

We assume there's an extra fact, sitting

above all the smaller facts, called "is this
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"?the same person or not

But  reality  might  only  contain  the

smaller  facts.  How  much  memory

survived? How much personality? How

strong is the causal link between the 2

states?  Is  there  an unbroken chain  of

?experience

And then we show up and demand, on

.top of all that, a yes-or-no

There may be no extra answer in  the

.universe waiting to be found

Meaning:  at  the edge cases,  "is  it  still

him?" is a question with no sharp truth

behind  it.  Not  because  we're  missing
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information.  Because  there's  no

information left  to  be missing.  All  the

facts are on the table and the question

.is asking for more than exists

Parfit called these empty questions. He)

also  said,  and  this  is  the  part  people

skip,  that  realizing  it  made  him  less

afraid  of  death,  not  more.  Hold  that

(.thought

.This is where Musk walks back in

Remember the promise: a backup you

can restore. Fine. Restore it while Khalid

.is still alive

N o w  y o u  h a v e  2  K h a l i d s .  B o t h
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remember  the  childhood  house.  Both

remember  their  kids'  names.  Both

remember  handing  back  the  cigarette

.pack

.Both say, with total certainty: I'm Khalid

They can't both be the same person, not

if identity is a one-to-one relationship.

But both carry the psychological thread,

completely intact, up to the second of

.the copy

And here the equation that looked solid

2  sections  ago  collapses:  thread  =

.identity

So  Parfit  said  the  thing  most  people
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won't: maybe what we care about was

never  identity.  It's  the  right  kind  of

continuity.  And if  that continuity splits

i n t o  2  b r a n c h e s ,  n o b o d y  d i e d .

Something  weird  happened,  sure.  But

.not death

He  compared  it  to  a  society  where

every child is born a twin, and then one

day  triplets  show  up.  Do  we  mourn

because none of them "has a twin"? Or

?do we fix our definition

Digital  copying  didn't  invent  this)

problem.  It  just  exposed  it.  Humans

don't  literally  branch,  so  they  assume
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they're safe from it.  They're not.  They

(.face it every day, in slow motion

VI – Why you can't feel yourself dying

You don't need a chip to be inside this

.problem. If you're alive, you're in it

School hands you a diploma that says

you "graduated," as if something ended

at  the  ceremony.  Nothing  ended.  You

were  graduating  for  4  years  and  you

.kept finishing for the 10 after that

Marriage gives you a date. But the man

who signed and the man sitting with the

kids today aren't the same man by any

psychological  measure,  and  his  wife
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knows it before he does. That's why she

sometimes says,  "you're not the guy I

married."  She's  not  being  dramatic.

.She's  being  literal

Even  your  gym  progress  works  this

way. Nobody can point to the workout

where they "got in shape." There were

just  300 workouts  and at  some point

.people started asking what you do

Now,  why  don't  you  feel  any  of  this

?dying

Because  the  instrument  you'd  use  to

measure the change is the thing that's

changing. Every version of you looks at
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the  previous  version  and  says  "me,"

because  that  is  exactly  what  an

unbroken  thread  feels  like  from  the

inside. Then you look at a photo from 15

years  ago,  laugh  at  the  haircut,  and

?never once ask: who is that

If you want to see the change, you need

someone  outside  the  thread.  That's

.what  a  wife  is  for.  Or  a  surgeon

Khal id  felt  the  death  because  it

happened  to  him  in  3  hours  under

.anesthesia

You don't feel it because it's happening

.to you over 30 years
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.The only difference is speed

VII – 5 questions to run on yourself, not

on Khalid

There's no complete test you can run on

your own mind. The thing is, the illusions

leak. These are the questions I started

watching  in  myself,  and  I'd  suggest

running them on you, not on the people

around you (diagnosing other people is

.(easier, which is exactly why it's useless

Which  version  are  you  defending?  (1

When someone criticizes a decision you

made 10 years ago, do you defend it like

it's  yours today? If  yes,  you're paying
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.debts for a man who no longer exists

Which thread, if cut, would make you (2

say "that's not me anymore"? Not your

weight. Not your job title. Not your hair.

Find the one thing that,  if  it  changed,

would feel like you left. For most people

I've  asked,  the  answer  lives  in  their

values, not their matter, and that alone

tells you which of the 3 candidates you

.actually believe in

Are you afraid of death, or afraid of (3

the  cut?  Separate  them.  For  a  lot  of

people,  the  fear  isn't  about  sensation

ending. It's about the thread ending. And
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if the thread continues in your kids, your

students, the things you built, then what

exactly got cut? I'm not answering for

.you. I'm asking

When did you last let the next version (4

be different?  Or are you guarding the

current  one  like  it's  an  original  that

belongs  in  a  museum?  The  Athenians

didn't preserve the ship by refusing to

change  planks.  They  preserved  it  by

.changing them

Who's left when the name is gone? (5

Strip  the  name,  the  title,  the  profile

picture. What do people recognize you
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by?  If  there's  an  answer,  that's  your

thread. If there isn't,  that's information

.too

If  you  felt  those  questions  land

somewhere,  good.  Don't  turn  the

discomfort into an existential crisis. Turn

.it into 3 moves

Write  for  the  next  version,  not  the

current one. 1 decision this month made

for the person you'll be in 5 years, not

the  comfort  of  the  person  you  are

today. It'll feel like sacrifice. It's not. It's

just  what  a  thread  does  when  it's

.working
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Cancel  1  debt  to  an  old  version.  1

position  you've  defended  for  years

because  you  said  it,  not  because  you

still  see  it.  Say  out  loud:  that  was

another  guy's  opinion.  Nothing

.collapses.  Try  it

Choose  your  thread  before  time

chooses it for you. If identity is "the right

kind of continuity," then you're the one

deciding  what  kind.  The  Athenians

decided  the  ship  was  the  thing  that

carried  the  story,  not  the  thing  that

carried the wood. Decide what has to be

.carried



38

?VIII – When did you last die

It can be hard to believe that

.identity is not what matters

Derek Parfit –

I know the first reaction to all of this. If

you're like me you're thinking: okay, so

?where's Khalid

If it's not the percentage, not the body,

not the brain, not even the thread that

gives you a sharp line, then where did

?the man who was afraid of dying go

The  answer  I  find  closest,  and  it's

:disturbing and freeing at the same time
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.He didn't go anywhere

Because  he  was  never  a  "thing"  that

.could go

The  "self"  is  a  gradient  in  its  actual

structure  and  binary  only  in  our

language and our laws. We need to say:

same Khalid, or different guy. Because

t h e  c o u r t  n e e d s  a n  a n s w e r ,  t h e

inheritance needs an answer,  the wife

needs  an  answer,  and  you  need  an

.answer so you can sleep

But nature says something less tidy: this

state  is  connected  to  that  state,

strongly.  Then it  goes quiet.  It  doesn't
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.add: and this is the essence of Khalid

So the Ship of Theseus was never about

ships.  It's  about  our  assumption  that

everything has a  fixed identity  with a

sharp mathematical  edge across time.

And the bald man was never about hair.

It's  about  our  insistence  that  every

gradient hides a secret threshold if we

.just look hard enough

.There's no threshold

There's one path that keeps changing.

And we chop it into versions and give

each version a name, because language

.can't point at a river without naming it
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Musk's  chip,  if  it  ever  arrives,  won't

answer "is  that  Khalid?"  It'll  just  make

.the question impossible to postpone

.So don't wait for it

The question worth your life isn't who

am  I?  That  one  has  no  answer  in  the

.universe

It's: which thread do I want to continue,

and what am I doing today so it reaches

?the other end

And when did you last die... and was it

?actually a loss


