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Are we Responsible for Earlier Manifestations 
of our Personal Identity?
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We all reflect on things we did when we were younger, that we would do differently now.  Does that
mean that we are now different people?  Should we be held responsible for our past actions?  What 
defines our personal identity over time?  Is it our body, our personality or our brain?  But in any 
case, all of these can change; so are we clearly defined individuals or simply evolving processes?

I want to suggest that people take the time to view the following, very well-presented, lectures:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00KDsArsQ3A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ifIbyexApas

And then consider the following two case studies:

Case Study 1.
An elderly person decides that they would rather not be resuscitated if they become very mentally 
and physically disabled in a nursing home.  They sign a living will to that effect and are appalled 
by the prospect that they would be in their own words a ‘completely different person’.  If they are 
going to be a ‘completely different person’, should they be making decisions on behalf of that future
self?

Case Study 2. 
Mr Z is brought up in a mainstream religion which denies basic rights to women and girls.  Z 
follows the commands of God and treats his wives and daughters accordingly.  As is typical, in 
many parts of the world, Z kills his second daughter by smashing out her brains because she kissed 
a young man without permission.  His seventh son is stoned to death because of apostasy, and Z 
participates with God inspired enthusiasm.  One of his wives is flogged because Z discovered she 
campaigned for the right to leave the house without a man’s permission.  Z’s religious group praises
him for his righteousness: he is truly inspired by God.

Z is later re-educated and genuinely sees the error of his ways.  Although highly conservative in his
views, he allows his remaining daughters to be educated and his wives can drive and even show 
their faces in public.  But he is arrested for the murder of his second daughter and is now facing life
imprisonment; this latter point is, of course, unrealistic as such religious crimes are rarely 
punished.   
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But is this just?  Surely Z is now a ‘different person’?  Of course Z might be imprisoned for reasons 
of deterrence, but that’s still unfair on Z.  If he is indeed a different person, then would it be equally 
just to punish a random person for the crime?
 
David.
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