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IDENTITY AND DIFFERENCES

THE ROLE OF MEMORY, NARRATIVE, AND HISTORY
IN PERSONAL IDENTITY

Yumi ISHIGE

ABSTRACT

The main issue of this thesis is to analyse what kind of concept we have of ‘personal
identity.’

The concept of personal identity is basically examined in relation to memory in this
thesis. Recalling memory is supposed to make an intelligible account between
experiences. It gives meaning to what is remembered in accordance with the context of
that person’s life. This work is compared to a narrative understanding of memory. The
unity of a person over time, which relates to the unity of personal identity, assumed to

be formed through making this narrative account (Chapter one and the first half of
Chapter two).

However,'there arises the question of whether all of our experiences can be managed by
the narrative account. Two issues are examined at this point: The insufficiency of that
narrative approach (the latter half of Chapter two) and the historical transformation of
the concept Qf personal identity (Chapter three). The transformation is specifically
studied with influences of the media through time. The particularities of the modem

period of time are specifically considered as the age from which the study of personal
identity has developed.

Today, however, the credibility of the modern concept of personal identity seems to be
in doubt. This doubt is summarised in the term ‘postmodern.’ The characteristics of and
the discontinuity between the modern and the postmodern are described in Chapter four.
Finally Chapter five investigates the particularities of the concept of identity in the
postmodern age

I conclude that the modern concept of personal identity has been effective in organising
society, but it has arrived during a time at which its boundary needs to be reconsidered.
Differences of a person, which are not identified within the narrative consistency of a
life, are a key-term in this thought.
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INTRODUCTION

The two main issues of this thesis are shown in the title. One is the matter of Identity.

Although this word can suggest various meanings such as a logical connection between
A and A’ or the sameness of an object at different times, 1 focus on its reference to the
temporal continuity of a person, namely, the issue of personal identity. Within that topic,

I consider the method by which we grasp ourselves as relatively continuous and
coherent existences through time. The other matter to consider is Differences. They are
assumed to be elements that deviate from that coherence. We tend to give an order to
our experiences through which a consistent relation is made, but I propose that there are
some things that cannot be settled in this manner. They are aberrations from the
organisation of identity, and I call them differences. I shall add more explanation to this
term later in the Introduction. I will examine the work of these two different concepts on
forming ourselves in this thesis.

The 1ssue of persbnél identity is first considered in the relation to memory. To
present my conclusion in advance, I determine that our concept of personal identity
consists of memory that arises when we grasp our experiences from a certain
perspective. It is the method by which we understand the past by ourselves, and how to
remember experiences will be discussed. In this survey, I specifically pay attention to

the work of making experiences unified within the framework of a person. It is the act

\




of giving an intelligible elucidation of memory in accordance with the context of other
memories. This is the topic in the first half of this thesis, in which I will develop this
view in connection to identity, memory, and narrative. Then, I will reconsider the
validity of that assumption, and take notice of the fragmented aspect of identity in the

latter half of the thesis.

If we bear one point in mind, it will help to catch the tenor of our discussion. It
is that a person thus described is presupposed to be an existence that can undertake an

action as his or her own, and this presupposition is inseparable from the ideal of a
person arising from the modern age. I broadly define the modem period as from the

seventeenth century onward, originating in Western culture.' A prominent characteristic
of that ideal is the awareness of human reason. Charles Taylor counts the following as
facets of nascent modern individualism and modern identity: ‘self-responsible
independence,’ ‘recognized particularity’ of the inner self, and ‘personal commitment,’
in which one’s will is thought to be one’s own, and only one person can give consent to
a commitment.” On these modern ideals, a person is described as a rational agent,
responsible for his or her own actions, and able to gather the threads of his or her life
story in undertaking the actions. My basic presumption about the above described agent
as a subject of my discussion, is that of an adult who has more or less common sense of
belonging within a community.

This type of understanding of individuals has been discussed in the context of
personal identity by, for example, Alasdair Maclntyre, and Paul Ricoeur. > Their

particularity is to treat the issue of identity by the use of narrative. The continuity of a

1 This notion will be specified further in chapters three and four.
2 Taylor (1989, p. 185). f

3 Maclntyre (1984), Ricoeur (1981).
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person in their view resides in the ability to give a congruous account of episodes
through life. Even if there is a great gap between description A (e.g., a wealthy noble)

and description B (a miserable mendicant), they would be thought of as descriptions of

the same person as long as a reasonable explanation of the connection (the occurrence

of revolution and the fall of the aristocracy) between the two can be given. This s

defined as a narrative understanding of life which puts episodes in the context of long-
term intentions, through which the episode is provided with an adequate meaning. This

relation between episodes forms the framework of our concept of personal identity as a
particular person and none other. I will pursue the issue of identity in line with this

narrative approach, by which memory is reconstructed and a comprehensible view of

the past is offered .

That is a basic understanding of a person as a unitary existence over time
presented in this thesis, but I also ask if it enough for studying the matter of identity. I
suggest that there are occasions on which we find inconsistency in ourselves. They, at
least at that moment, cannot be settled by the consistency of that person’s understanding
of him/herself, and I regard such moments as the generation of differences. They can
appear in various ways in our lives. For instance, I see their symbolic cases 1n episodes
recounted by Ernest Mach, and Sigmund Freud. Mach describes his incident: One night,
he got into an omnibus ‘just as another man appeared at the other end. “What a shabby
pedagogue that is, that has just entered,” thought I. It was myself: opposite me hung a
large mirror. The physiognomy of my class, accordingly, was better known to me than
my own.” The man who was in the mirror appeared as a stranger to him. He

immediately realised his mistake, but it must have given him a strong impression to let



him cite the experience in his writing.* Interestingly, Mach-in-the-mirror is accepted as
an unpleasant man by him. That is why Sigmund Freud is attracted by Mach’s episode
and cites it in his article on the ‘uncanny’.

Freud also mentions the case of his own adventure: He was in a wagon-lit

compartment when the door of the washing-cabinet was opened by violent swing and

‘an elderly gentleman in a dressing-gown and a travelling cap came in.” He thought this
man had come into his compartment by mistake. However, he soon realised that ‘the

intruder was nothing but my own reflection in the looking-glass on the open door.” I
mention these episodes in order to denote what I regard as differences: There are

occasions on which we find ‘others’ in ourselves, and it may be an uncomfortable
experience for us. Someihing which is different, strange, or unfamiliar to us is often
accompanied by a feeling of insecurity, because they may have the potential to throw a
peace made by identity into disorder. The disturbance of coherence is a characteristic of
differences, and Mach and Freud’s episodes intimate this aspect. I interpret this idea of
disturbance as a heterodoxy to the modem ideal of a person as a consistent and unified
existence. This leads to discussion of the minimum of the modemn concept of personal
identity.

Though not as strongly as in Mach’s episode, we also experience meeting our own
image in daily life. The media are influential methods for propagating this experience

by which we are often shown ‘ourselves’ in recorded information. When we face the

4 Mach also adduces another of his own misunderstandings of himself: He saw a young
man whose face was ‘very displeasing and repulsive to me.’ Then, he realised that it
was his own face reflected by mirrors in a shop (1914, 4n),

5 Freud depicts the uncanny as ‘something which is secretly familiar [heimlich-
heimisch], which has undergone repression and then returned from it’ (1985, p. 368).

6 ] use the term the ‘media’ to mean methods that store, send, and exchange
information between people. Any method of human expression is treated as the media




media, we might feel alienation from the person who is interrelated with the media.
Besides, it is the age in which a huge variety of images are dispersed by the

development of technology. Not all information in the media gives rise to a sense of

estrangement of selves from ourselves, but it presents the possibility of finding
differences in our sense of identity. I see that as a reason why the matter of differences
is specifically observed in this period more than before.

[ assume that if our concept of personal identity is reconsidered due to such

external influences, it can lead to the question of whether that concept is a universal idea

throughout history, or if it arose in a particular culture and era. I take the side of the

second view, and insist that this concept is a modern discovery in Western culture. For a
confirmation of this point, I will follow its temporal changes along with transitions in
the methods of communication, which focus on in chapter three. Moreover, in the last
two chapters, the decline of the concept of personal identity, which is supposed to occur
in accordance with the fall of the modern ideal, is discussed in the context of the
postmodern. In order to clarify the notion of the postmodern, I mainly refer to Jean-
Francois Lyotard’s discussion in which the conflict between the modern and the
postmodern is keenly analysed. This is expected to disclose distrust of modern ideas and
the diffusion of our concept of identity today. On this view, it is not supposed that either
identity or differences is generated from the collapse of the other, but that both are
necessary to form the concept of a person. However, the modern discussion seems not
to pay enough attention to the aspect of differences, and I want to consider this problem
in the context of the postmodemn.

Before we tackle the problem of personal identity in the body of the thesis, I

in this thesis.



should make clear five points in this discussion. First, I shall explain more the idea of
differences that has been mentioned above. This term is sometimes used in postmodern
arguments with specific meanings, but I do not use it in accordance with a particular
philosopher. For instance, this term often advocates how Jacques Derrida uses it. He

makes the term ‘difference’ from ‘différer’ in order to argue the domination of

logocentrism, in which speech is thought to represent interior and writing is exterior.
Derrida however criticises this confrontation between speech and writing but asserts

that it is a play between interiority and exteriority and none of them has a priority to

another.” In Gilles Deleuze’s discussion, difference is compared to identification, and he

tries to annul the distinction between the origin and the replica.’

Although I am influenced by discussions that are seen in postmodern literature, 1
do not restrict the use of differences only in that manner, neither in the relation to
logocentrism nor the differences that may appear in repetition like Deleuze proposes.
The aim to employ the term is not to analyse its use in specific texts, but to examine
insufficiency of the concept of identity — if there are any. For the issue of identity, I
employ the conception of ‘narrative,” which makes a comprehensible story through
locating one’s own experiences in the context of that person’s life. Thus, it is a sort of
system that possesses order. The systemhowever, holds a shortage that it cannot present

something that strays from the order. I call it differences from the identification of

things, and discuss how they appear in the concept of personal identity.

Second, the identity that I will discuss is the identity of human beings. Since my

7 For more arguments, see Derrida (1974).

5 “That identity not be first, that it exist as a principle but as a second principle, as a
principle become; that it revolve around the Different: such would be the nature of a
Copernican revolution which opens up the possibility of difference having its own
concept, rather than being maintained under the domination of a concept in general
already understood as identical’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 41).



topic is ‘personal’ identity, I omit the study of the identity of things, animals, or artificial
intelligence. This may give the impression that the identity of those is constructed

differently from personal identity, but we need further discussion to analyse this

problem, so I will not mention it further.” Some philosophers present arguments about
the identity of things, and I will cite them if the need arises, for example, Joseph
Butler’s tree-problem and John Perry’s instance of a baseball game. As long as the
argument contributes to research into personal identity, there is no reason not to take it
up for discussion. Nonetheless, I should first confirm the point that the general interest
in this work is the identity of persons, not that of other things.'®

Third, our discussion deploys the point that we grasp our continuity by ourselves,

s0 its concern is the method by which we organise a life story from our own perspective.
For this reason, our discussion is mostly conducted from the first person’s viewpoint.
There are occasions on which I examine the third person’s viewpoint, but I principally
seek the way that we know ourselves as the agents of our own actions.!! For that reason,
I use the expression ‘the concept of personal identity’ in my discussion.

Fourth, I elucidate the reason that I occasionally use the expression the ‘concept’
of personal identity. When we deal with our understanding of personal identity, or

consider its transformation, the subject of the discussion is that concept, which means

how we understand the matter of ‘personal identity’. In addition, in the case of its

9 Fo)r a summary of views on the identity of animals, see, e.g., Noonan (2003, pp. 196-
213).

10 More precisely, the subject of our discussion is the identity of adults, especially in
post-industrial society. The identity of children might be different from that of adults,
and some cognitive science investigates the development of the self in childhood. It is
interesting to consider children’s sense of identity, but it is too big an issue to treat in
this thesis. Therefore, that point is not included in my discussion.

i1 There is an opinion that even though a story is told from a particular person’s
viewpoint, we still must make a distinction between ‘internal perspective’ and ‘external
perspective’ (Peter Goldie, 2003).




transformation, we do not ask if ‘personal identity’ changes (I ca;mot really understand
what would be meant by that question), but rather if the concept that we have of
personal identity changes. The subject of the above question is the transformability of
our account of what personal identity is for us, so that concept is the target of research.

Thus far this does not hit the same point that is argued by the traditional study of

personal identity in philosophical literature. The latter study usually asks criteria of a
continuity of a person over time, and a number of arguments develop concemning this

subject. This type of investigation seeks an absolute solution by which the identification
of a person at a different time is explained. However, my interest is more inclined to the

method by which we make an understandable connection between our own experiences

from the present perspective.

Scholars who are specifically interested in the relation between personal identity
and the narrative account sometimes indicate this difference. For instance, Marya
Schechtman stresses the necessity to make a distinction between what she calls the
‘reidentification question’ and the ‘characterization question.” The former corresponds
to the criteria-arguments of personal identity, and the later relates to the conditions of
which ‘beliefs, values, desires, and other psychological features make someone the
person she is.’'* The latter subject in her discussion is somehow concerned with the
narrative account in this thesis. This issue will be discussed in chapter two.

Fifth, I will mention the sense of individuality, especially in chapter three, but its
use does not refer to so-called individualism. I shall explain this point here. Although
individualism holds diverse meanings in its use, its political and social philosophy is

usually depicted as the opposition to the idea that locates the whole in the superior

12 Schechtman (1996, pp. 1-2).




position to an individual. An agent in that individualism is counted as the primary unit
of society, so society is the accumulation of individuals but not something that
transcends that accumulation. This thought thus stresses the priority of individual’s
status to that of a group of people such as families, communities, or society to which an

individual is attached. In philosophical literature, for instance, methodological

individualism maintains the notion that social developments can be regarded as a
collection of individuals’ actions and decisions. It therefore implies that a large clump,

such as societies or nations, can be reduced to small constituent elements, namely
individuals. It is true that there are various theories that belong to a sort of individualism,

but we do not have enough space to analyse them. To mention the point shall be enough
for our discussion that the main idea of individualism is that an individual is the factor
that founds the collective, but not the reverse."’

Compare individualism and individuality, I use the latter term as the
consciousness of independence from circumstances to which the person belongs. This
independence does not indicate that an individual is superior to the whole, though
neither does treat the individual as the result of the whole. I will not enter the sort of
discussion that asks whether an individual or the whole holds superiority to another. I,
however, use the term as the consciousness by which we objectively grasp ourselves
somehow keeping distance from social infliences, and by which we see ourselves as an
independent agent of our own actions. As one of its instances, the development of
human rationality can be counted as starting with the expansion of Enlightenment from

the beginning of the modern period. Enlightenment is characterised by the reliance on

rationality, the evolution of humanity, and freedom from authority, and those features

13 For more information, for example, see Watkins (1957), Elster (1989), Udehn (2001).




have a relation to the awareness of independence. For example, a positive self-image
that 1s cultivated by Enlightenment can be depicted thus: the image ‘is of a civilization
founded on scientific knowledge of the world and rational knowledge of value, which

places the highest premium on individual human life and freedom.'!? I employ
‘individuality’ as such awareness of one’s own independence and singularity that are

supposed to be necessary for the advent of the concept of personal identity.'® This
notion of individuality is used without relying upon the context of individualism in

particular studies, but suggests the awareness of inner-self as an individual compared
with the collective sense of belonging within a community.

It may be objected that the above question is not quite a philosophical issue,
because philosophers often pursue theories that can be applied to multiple situations
beyond local conditions. In the study of personal identity, this frequently takes the form
of an investigation into the criterion by which all human beings under any circumstance
can be proved to be continuous existences through time. The inquiry into a permanent
theory is an important task for philosophy, but I insist that it is also important to
ascertain the flexible aspects of the concept of identity. In our case, it is the question of
whether or not our concept of personal identity is temporally limited, whether or not it
1s transformable dependent upon external factors. My opinion is that the concept of
personal identity can alter in accordance with socio-cultural conditions, and I will
examine this flexibility of our concept of identity in this thesis. It is valuable to study
external influences in order to acknowledge what presuppositions we have in the study

of personal 1dentity. Therefore, I insist that research into this concept’s mutable side can

14 Cahoone (2003, p. 9).
'* For more discussion of Enlightenment, see Chapter three.
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provide a contribution to the philosophical discussion of this issue as well as to the

traditional criteria-arguments of personal identity.

Main Topics in Each Chapter

I will discuss the role of memory in relation to personal identity in chapter one. I

assume that when we recall our own experiences, we grasp them from the present
standpoint. At that time, we have a certain understanding of the past, and I indicate that

the framework of personal identity is generated by this work. Our concept of personal
identity is thus described as a clump of remembering that is produced from a particular
perspective.'® In addition, it is my view in this thesis that remembered events are not the
events as they just happened, but their meanings and/or structures are reconstructed
according to the present perspective. Our understanding of the past changes if our later
experiences give an enough information to re-interpret the meaning of some events, so
to recall memory is to revise experiences for the sake of making a coherent relation
between them. Our past is not a collection of fixed events, but can be recombined

corresponding to an interpretation. I call the process of making an intelligible account of

experiences the ‘reconstruction of memory’,"”

Memory plays an important part in this understanding of personal identity.
Nevertheless, I should caution that I do not participate in the discussion of the

psychological criterion well-known in the study of personal identity. That study relates

16 Charles Taylor discusses this point in relation to morality (1989, p. 27).

17The idea that the past is reconstructed is examined particularly in psychology, e.g.,
Neimeyer and Metzler (1994).

11




to the question of what the continuity of a person consists in, and in the case of memory,
it is condensed to what description we can give of the psychological continuity and/or
connectedness of a person over time as the criterion of personal identity.”® Although the
criteria-arguments are common in this subject, I will not undertake this type of

investigation. It is not our concern to determine the necessary and sufficient conditions

for the continuity of a person, but I ask from what operation we form the concept of
personal identity. A concise answer is memory, because the question of personal identity

presupposes time distance in which at least one of the existences is only found in
memory. If we did not remember anything, we, to begin with, would not be able to

develop the concept of personal identity, and I would like to consider this work of
memory. I will consider those issues in the first half of chapter one, and then cite some
instances of the reconstruction of memory and examine their characteristics.

The reiation between a narrative approach and the concept of personal identity is a
main topic in chapter two. The narrative approach is employed in order to examine the
organisation of the reconstruction of memory. If experiences were always randomly
connected with each other, we would not be able to make any sense of the past owing to
the impossibility of understanding the relation between them, and consequently would
not be able to form personai identity. Complete chaos is beyond our comprehension, and
we tend to put memory in a form from which we can take its ﬁeaning. Hence, the
reconstruction of memory must have order in its formation as long as it makes an
intelligible account. This account of memory presents two issues. First, we infer that the
structure of the reconstructed memory can be compared with the narrative form, which

gives a meaning to an event in the context of life. The necessity of the narrative form

18 For example, see Nozick (1981), Shoemaker (1970).
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and its connection to identity are stressed in the work of MaclIntyre, who states that the
unity of an individual is ‘a unity of a narrative embodied in a single life."' Actions
become comprehensible when they are located in a proper context, and the narrative

form is used to provide that context.

I presume that there are two standards according to which experiences are

ordered in the narrative form.” One is concerned with time, since the act of recalling

experiences must contain a sense of time. Experiences are, nevertheless, not only
constructed in temporal order, but they can be organised by a different standard. I
propose a causal relation as another standard in which the connection between at least

two events is made in the relation of cause and effect. This use of ‘causal relation’ may
sound inadequate, since causality is usually understood as regularity that event A and B
are in causal relation if A is immediately followed by B and like kinds of events of A
and B are always followed by the similar manner.?' Thus, there can be a criticism that if
[ introduce the causal relation into the order of the narrative form, any experiences
would be automatically arranged, so there is no room for human intention in actions. I
insist that this problem results from the different notions of causality between

philosophical literature and narrative theory, and I will discuss this issue in 2.5. The

narrative account of a person is thus the work by which an intelligible explanation
between events is produced with the reference to one’s own life-story.

Second, although the narrative understanding of experiences serves to form the
unity of personal identity, I wonder if there is a minimum to this understanding when

dealing with our experiences. I will focus on this question through observation of
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