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ABSTRACT

In certain cases of specific brain-damage, neurologists are often puzzled about
the patient's status as a person. They suggest that the person is changed, diminished,
or even absent, but it is not clear why. Can a philosophical account of personhood
help answer their questions?

My aim is to show that a philosophical understanding of personhood can be
improved by taking account of actual cases of brain-damage. At the same time, a
philosophical analysis enriched in this way can help to dispel uncertainty and
perplexity concerning those cases.

I outline a necessary condition of personhood and show reasonable justification
for it. The condition combines the notions of consciousness, being a continuing
subject of experience, and awareness of being such a subject. Assuming the condition
is justified, I go on to consider its application. I suggest that cases of very specific
brain-damage may provide clues to capacities which are essential if the condition is to
be satisfied. A closer examination of what must be the case if an individual satisfies
each of the parts of the condition shows that this is difficult to determine.

The main part of my project has two sections. Firstly, I focus on the condition
itself. I show that memory for experiences is essential for having a sense of oneself as
a continuing subject of experience and I answer possible objections to this claim.
Memory alone is insufficient, for the memories need to be processed into something
like a narrative. This processing calls for a basic linguistic capacity and so this
capacity is also necessary if the condition is to be satisfied.

In the second part of my project, I select accounts of brain-damage described in
the literature. I choose seven cases where experiential memory is impaired, one case
where linguistic capacity is lost, and one case of profound deafness where linguistic
capacity did not develop until quite late. A final case is an example of very severe
brain-damage where minimal memory and linguistic capacity were recovered while
much else remained lost.

Considering these two parts together, I point out how the philosophical analysis
can help us to understand just what it is that the patients have lost. At the same time,
the case studies show that the sense of self is diminished when there are specific
memory and linguistic deficits. The patients, despite being mobile, articulate and
intelligent, cannot function as persons in many respects. Their difficulties support my
claims about the necessity of memory and linguistic capacity. Further support comes
from the case where memory and linguistic capacity are recovered to some extent in
the face of devastating losses.

Overall I try to show that a philosophical analysis of the concept of a person will
be enhanced if we take note of cases of specific brain damage. We can gain insights
from sympathetic accounts of the lives of these patients and an enhanced philosophical
account can contribute to our understanding of the plight of the brain-damaged.
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CHAPTER 1

When ordinary people suffer certain types of brain-damage it is sometimes
difficult to describe what has happened to them. I don't mean in the physiological
sense, since very precise physiological descriptions of the damage are often
possible. It may also be possible to give a technical psychological description of
what has happened, but this may not explain much to the family and friends of the
patients. There are puzzling cases where not even the professionals treating the
patients can answer seemingly straightforward questions. What has happened to
the person I knew? What does it feel like to the patient? Is the patient a whole
person or just part of what he was before? In very severe cases we may even
doubt that there is a person there at all.

Maybe philosophical accounts of what it is to be a person will help to
answer these types of questions. If they do not then perhaps they are defective or
inadequate accounts. It might be objected that even a relatively full account could
not cover the broad range of possible cases because there will always be some on
the borderline. T have two replies to this. Firstly, an account doesn't have to be
complete to be helpful and secondly, it doesn't have to come up with a definite

answer to the puzzles in order to throw some light on them.

Most accounts of what it is to be a person are based on average or normal
people who interact socially in everyday life. I intend to take a plausible account
of what it is to be a person and consider it in the light of cases which are not
classed as average or normal. A comprehensive analysis of what it is to be a
person is beyond the scope of this enquiry but I would like to try to isolate and
examine some reasonable key necessary conditions for personhood.

Two areas of disagreement or uncertainty about such conditions concern
their legitimacy and their application. Reasons for classifying some beings, but
not others, as persons often give a clear cut but controversial decision. The
controversy in these cases concerns the legitimacy of the reasons rather than their
application. For example, disagreement or puzzlement about whether a newborn
baby or a dolphin is a person centres on whether a condition of personhood is
plausible or not; "shows evidence of reasoning powers" seems to apply to
dolphins but not to the newborn baby. Those who think that the baby is a person
and the dolphin is not are more likely to question the legitimacy of the condition
than to argue that it applies to the baby but not the dolphin. Disagreement about
application on the other hand, involves cases which are puzzling because it is not
clear whether they satisfy a given condition. Does "has the capacity for self-
consciousness” apply to dolphins or not; to newborn babies or not? It is this latter



sort of puzzle which arises in the assessment of some individuals who have
suffered brain-damage.

I will propose a necessary condition of personhood and show reasonable
justification for it. Once I have done this I am not going to examine its legitimacy
in any greater depth, I will assume that it is legitimate, analyse it more closely and
try to see if some of the puzzling cases do indeed satisfy it. If we consider these
neurological cases in conjunction with some potential key conditions of
personhood perhaps we may, through trying to understand the individuals
involved, be able to clarify our thinking on those conditions and vice versa. That
is, we might be in a better position to deal with the question of legitimacy.

PERSONS AND HUMAN BEINGS

One thing which is certain about the brain-damaged is that they have not
ceased to be human beings any more than someone who loses a leg or both eyes
ceases to be a human being. If we suppose that these individuals may cease to be
persons or that their status as persons may change or be diminished, then a
distinction between the concept of a person and a human being is presupposed.

The term "person" is often taken to be synonymous with "human being"” but
I will treat these as quite distinct terms for two reasons. Firstly, there may be
cases where we want to classify an individual as a human being but not as a
person and, secondly, there may be individuals who seem to count as persons but
not as human beings. The term "human being" is often used to mean only,
"member of the species Homo sapiens"; this is a purely biological meaning and it
is the only one I will use.

Unless "person" and "human being" are taken to mean different things we
may have trouble explaining some common intuitions people have about
particular cases, actual or hypothetical. As a result of accident or disease, all
higher brain activity can cease irreversibly in a human being. Without
functioning lungs, heart and other organs, such an individual is a living human
being who, for survival, relies entirely upon carers to provide a warm, healthy
environment and nourishment. A healthy baby or someone in a temporary coma
might be thought to be in the same condition but in these instances there are
expectations of development or recovery. The intuition many people have is that
it is not wrong to withhold nourishment from the case of such severe brain
damage, while it is wrong in the case of the baby and the temporarily comatose.



An example of this is the 1990 court judgment in the case of Nancy Cruzan who
died when feeding tubes were removed from her stomach.!

This sort of intuition is not universal for the course of the Cruzan case was
far from plain sailing; but it may be more widespread and stronger in another type
of case. Where all brain function has permanently ceased as a result of severe
damage, a human being can be kept alive using machines. These artificial means
can also be used, where necessary, to support life in premature babies, the
temporarily comatose, and even conscious individuals. In all these cases death
would result if the machines were turned off, so, if killing is wrong, then it would
be wrong to turn off the machines. A common intuition here is that it is not
wrong to turn off the machines where there is an irreversible and total loss of
brain function; nor does it seem wrong to take organs for transplant. In these
instances legal proceedings to allow respirators to be turned off face much less
opposition.?

These intuitions do not imply that the death of severely brain-damaged
human beings is of no consequence, rather they highlight a difference between
such cases and the death of those with functioning brains. This contrast does not
seem so stark if we compare the death of a human being whose brain is fully
functioning with a case where someone, through trauma, lapses into a permanent
coma, that is, where all higher brain activity stops permanently. Here only one of
the human beings dies but intuitively, the sense of tragedy in these two cases is

1 Dworkin, 1991. After a car accident Nancy Cruzan remained in what was described as a
permanent vegetative state for seven years. "Only the lower part of her brain stem continued to
function. She was unconscious to the environment . . . She was fed and hydrated through tubes
implanted in her stomach . .. She was washed and turned regularly, but all of her limbs were
contracted and her fingernails cut into her wrists.” p 14 She did not need a respirator and if fed
and nursed she could have lived for thirty years. A Missouri court granted an order allowing
feeding to be discontinued. The Missouri Supreme Court overturned that order after an appeal
and this judgement was upheld by a five-to-four vote when Cruzan's parents appealed to the US
Supreme Court. A further petition, introducing new evidence, to the original lower court was
successful and not opposed. Feeding was discontinued.

2 Gibbs, 1990. There will be more reservations since the case of Jackie Cole who, after a
brain haemorrhage, was said to be in a vegetative state which could last indefinitely. Her family
applied for a court order to turn the respirator off, the judge stayed his decision, and six days
later Jackie Cole woke up and subsequently recovered. p 50 Nonetheless there is less opposition
to turning respirators off in these cases, showing that the intuition outlined above is more

widespread.



similar, and if they are caused deliberately, there seems to be little difference in
the intrinsic wrong that is done.3

I think that the difference which is highlighted by these intuitions is that
between a mere living human organism and a person. The tragedy in cases of
severe, permanent brain-damage is the destruction of a person. Those who turn
off the machines, or take organs for transplant, consider that the person formerly
connected with the human organism ceased to exist prior to their causing the
death of the organism. I think these intuitions also show that we place a higher
value on persons than we do on mere human beings, since the sense of loss or
wrongness associated with the destruction of the functioning brain is greater for
many than that associated with the death of a human being whose brain is already

destroyed.

A further conclusion might be that a person is something over and above a
living human organism; for example, a human being with sufficient brain
function, or potential for such, to permit some social interaction. We can
imagine, however, a genetically non-human individual with whom everyday
social interaction is possible; a being that we would want to classify as a person
but not as a human being. It does not matter that there are no such beings, the
fact that they are intelligible in works of science-fiction is enough to show that the
terms "person" and "human being" are distinct. In addition, some people want to
classify animals such as the higher apes, as persons. In this instance the
individuals do exist and although we might not agree with this classification, it is
intelligible. This reasoning shows that the concepts of a person and a human
being are logically distinct.

Disagreement, however, is not necessarily because "person" and "human
being" are thought to be synonymous but rather it may be claimed that they are
coextensive terms. That is, as a matter of fact the only persons that there are, are
human beings and all human beings are persons. If it is only a matter of fact then
the absence of a logical connection between the concepts is not germane to the
issue. All that needs to be shown is a significant contingent connection between
the concept of a person and human beings.

Jay Rosenberg argues for such a connection. He draws an analogy between
the bestowed status of citizenhood and personhood. Initially a community of

3 Mercy killing of the very ill or the very old is a prima facie counterexample for it may not
be seen as intrinsically wrong but this introduces complicating factors which are not assumed

here.



individuals count themselves and each other as citizens of a state, "by
acknowledging in practice that each member of the community, oneself included,
is the subject of certain rights and entitlements and of certain duties,
responsibilities and obligations”". When the nation is a going concern, however,
persons become citizens automatically by satisfying certain "matter-of-factual
conditions", such as being born in a certain area.*

Drawing on the notion of a natural kind for some terminology, we can go
on to say that under this concept a citizen is a member of a legal kind. In
classification by birthplace, however, a citizen is a member of a genetic kind.
While there is no logical or conceptual connection between these two kinds, they
are connected through certain practices.3

Personhood 1is, similarly, a bestowed status where a community of
individuals count themselves and each other as persons by "acknowledging,
protecting, and enforcing certain rights and responsibilities ... 'person’ is an
ethical kind".¢ Let us designate this ethical kind by (P). Rosenberg outlines two
candidates for the matter-of-factual condition. The first is membership of the
species Homo sapiens, membership of a genetic kind, (H), and the second is
membership of the group of rational beings, membership of a functional kind,
(R). Can personhood be bestowed on the grounds of (H) or (R)?

. .. Our implicit moral theory posits a connection between (P) and (R).
. . . the (ethical) status "person" ought to accrue only to members of the
functional kind "rational being".

... Our moral practice, in fact, is to couple (P) and (H). That is, we
bestow the status of personhood automatically on all and only human
beings - irrespective of their actual performance capabilities.

... It is in consequence of this moral practice that the collection of
persons (acknowledged persons) is in fact coextensive with the collection
of human beings.”

If this connection is to be on a sure footing the moral practice needs to be
Justified on the basis of the implicit moral theory, there has to be some connection
between (H) and (R). There is no such connection which justifies our practice of
counting only human beings as persons, if other rational beings were found,

4 Rosenberg, 1983, p 113.
> Rosenberg, 1983, p 113.
6 Rosenberg, 1983, p 114.
7 Rosenberg, 1983, p 117-118.



machines or apes, they would be persons.® Counting a// human beings as persons
fares better according to Rosenberg, because all non-rational human beings "do
stand in some special relationship to rationality or to entities which are rational
beings”. They are potential or former rational beings, or the offspring of rational
beings.?

This connection between (H) and (R) is crucial to Rosenberg's argument but
it is contrived. He feels that there must be a connection partly because there is
"clearly" a connection between (H) and (P) - ". .. it is pretty clear, nevertheless,
that newborn infants and certain comatose or brain-damaged individuals are
counted as persons".!® There is no support given for this and I think that some
practices count as evidence against the belief that it is "pretty clear”. Some of
these are the very puzzles and dilemmas which have motivated this thesis and to
dissolve them by this sort of edict will give no comfort or insights. The family of
Nancy Cruzan, according to Rosenberg, had lost neither the human being nor the
person that was Nancy. "Clearly” there had been a devastating loss, but of what,
if not the person they had known and loved?

If the (H)-(P) connection is not clear then the (H)-(R) connection is not so
sure because part of its support is that it is "some justification in principle for our
moral practices” (ie the "clear”" (H)-(P) connection).!! The reality of the situation
is that the newborn, comatose and brain-damaged are treated very differently
from fully rational adult human beings who interact mutually as persons. It does
not follow from this difference in practice that such human beings are badly
treated; there are sanctions against the mistreatment of many supposed non-
persons such as dogs and bears. Even where animals are utilized for food or
research there are sanctions against doing this in a way that causes unnecessary
distress to the animals. It does not even follow that human non-persons will be
classed with other beings, such as animals, which are not treated as persons. Nor,
as seems to be implied, does it follow that there is some form of unjust
discrimination analogous to excluding human beings from full personhood on the

8 Rosenberg, 1983, p 115. ". . .while certain dolphins and chimpanzees do have their casual
advocates, their case has yet to be pressed with any seriousness. So, in fact, only human beings
get counted as persons.”

 Rosenberg, 1983, p 118.

10" Rosenberg, 1983, p 115.

11 Rosenberg, 1983, p 118.



basis of their skin colour, sex, or race.!? These points illustrate fears which, I
think, often motivate arguments which seek to show a reasonable connection
between (H) and (P), but we could, instead, reassess our implicit moral theory in
the light of our actual practices.

The categories of potentially rational being and formerly rational being can
lead to the terms "potential person” and "former person”. There may be specific
moral practices associated with these categories which are significantly different
from the moral practices associated with persons. This seems a reasonable
supposition to me and thus we could reanalyse the concept of a person using the
additional terms (Rp), (Rf), (Pp) and (Pf). Moral practice would no longer justify
the (H)-(P) connection, "all human beings are persons", and implicit moral theory
could be seen to guard against the imagined injustices and atrocities which seem
to motivate the desire to count all human beings as persons.

I conclude, therefore, that the claim that as a matter of fact all and only
human beings are persons is not justified. Moreover, even if it were true the
puzzling problems which I am considering would still exist and would merely
require rephrasing. Whatever account is to be given of "person", I hope it is now
clear that merely being a living human being is neither a sufficient nor a
necessary condition. What I do think is relevant to the formulation of an account,
however, is the apparent fact that persons can become mere living human beings
as a result of severe brain-damage.

CONDITIONS OF PERSONHOOD

Under what conditions is an entity to be classed as a person? A descriptive
account involving certain properties is the more usual route taken when answering
this question. There is also, however, a moral notion of "person" as an agent with
rights and responsibilities. This either is an extension of or supervenes on the
descriptive, non-moral sense depending on whether a naturalist or non-naturalist
ethical stance is taken. It is only if the basic conditions of personhood are
satisfied that an individual is eligible for the moral classification and it is basic,
nonmoral conditions that I will examine.

12 Rosenberg, 1983, p 115. "It has not, alas, always been so [that all human beings get counted
as persons]. There was a time when only those human beings who, for instance, spoke the right
language got counted as persons. . . .when only beings who had white skin or 'Aryan ancestry’

got counted as persons."



There are various properties of persons commonly put forward as necessary
and significant in that all persons must have these properties and few non-persons
will have them. Sufficient conditions, on the other hand, often define only a
subclass of persons, or it may just be difficult to tell if they are necessary as well.
Typical candidates include such properties as rationality, self-consciousness,
being a language user or having beliefs and desires; but no property or group of
properties emerges as a clearcut condition of personhood, picking out all and only
persons.

Two difficulties arise with properties like these. Firstly the properties can
be interpreted in very different ways; rationality widely construed may apply to
the activities of agents, animals and some machines while in the narrow sense of
deliberative reasoning it may only apply to some agents.!3> Secondly, various
groupings of properties seem equally plausible as conditions of personhood. This
may explain both differing philosophical opinions and the lack of supportive and
critical arguments.!4 It is possible that these various groupings all seem plausible
because underlying them, or entailed by them, are some common factors which
are essential elements of personhood. A combination of some of these factors
may give a minimal condition of personhood which all persons will have and
which will plausibly not apply to non-persons.

I want to try and show how some basic notions can be woven together into a
plausible condition of personhood. A person is conscious at least some of the
time. A person is a subject of experience. A person endures, that is, a person is
not a momentary entity. A person is aware that she is indeed a person. Without
this self-recognition an individual would not be able to take her place in the
community of persons, that is, would not be able to behave as a person.

Consciousness is a property that any person will have but it can be defined
in a number of ways ranging from minimal awareness as opposed to
unconsciousness, to awareness with understanding and it is construed differently
by behaviourists, materialists and dualists. Despite this, however, there is no
disagreement that if the capacity for consciousness is eternally totally absent in an
entity then that entity is not a person: stones, trees and cars are not persons.

Being conscious entails being conscious of some experience, at least some
physical or psychological state. A conscious being, then, is a subject of
experience but this falls far short of what is involved in the concept of a person.

13 Tooley, 1983, p 135.
14 Tooley, 1983, p 91.



A person is an enduring entity in that there is some continuity of experience,
being a person is not a momentary state nor a collection of disconnected
momentary states. The notions involved in being a non-momentary entity are
those of temporal succession and identity over time. The conditions of
personhood must be such that a person cannot be construed as something which
pops in and out of existence because then the sense of identity as that particular
person may be in doubt. Thus a person is at least an enduring subject of
experiences where it is clear that those experiences are experiences of that subject.

It also seems important that the subject should be self-aware in the sense
that she is aware that she is a continuing subject of experiences. This seems to
entail that she will understand the concept of a continuing subject of experience,
that is, have some fairly accurate notion of what sort of things fall under this
concept.

Why is self-awareness important? Might it not be enough for a being to
grasp the concept of a continuing subject of experiences and to believe that it is
such a subject. Would this be enough to class that being as a person? Suppose 1
live in a community of enlightened Buddhists who have some awareness
analogous to memory of their previous lives and whose present lives are shaped
by expectations and hopes concerning their future incarnations. If I, with no such
awareness of any previous life of my own, fully understand the concept of a
continuously reincarnated self, if I believe myself to be such a being and if I live
with the supposition that what I do in this life will determine the nature of my
next life, can I be classed in the same way as my fellows? It seems that I have
much in common with them.

The others in my community, however, can engage in projects which span
several lifetimes; 1 cannot, because I can have no knowledge of my projects
beyond this lifetime. Did I start one in my previous life? The others in my
community can develop mutual relationships which span several lifetimes. I
cannot, because I don't know if T have even met any of them in previous lives. I
may understand what sort of beings they are but I am not aware of being one
myself even if I believe that I have been reincarnated. So, despite having much in
common with them, there are crucial differences which set me apart from them.

The analogy can be carried over to persons. Persons have the ability to
formulate and carry through projects and to enter into meaningful relationships.
If I have the concept of a being that needs nourishment and believe that I am such
a being, my beliefs will cause me to store food. But if I am not aware that I have
embarked on this exercise I may forever be setting out to do it, or I may end up
with too much food because T am not aware that I have already taken action. That
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is, although I am in some sense self-conscious I do not seem to have the degree
self-consciousness appropriate to the type of being I believe myself to be.
Similarly, without an awareness of where I stand with other people I cannot
engage in even simple everyday interactions. This "thin" sort of awareness is all I
really have in that Buddhist community, whatever I am, I am not one of them and,
analogously, this sort of self-awareness is not enough for personhood. There is
nothing which unifies the experiences to make them significantly different from a
set of experiences belonging to different subjects, just as any previous lives I lived

are as alien to me as the lives of others.

A minimal condition, then, seems to be - having the concept of a self as a
continuing subject of experiences and being aware of oneself as such a subject.

ASLEEP, DRUGGED OR STUNNED

Conditions of personhood should not be dependent on unbroken
consciousness. There are occasions when an individual is not conscious, when
asleep or in a coma, and as previously stated, a person is not the sort of thing that
pops in and out of existence. This means that the condition must involve some
sort of capacity for awareness rather than constant awareness.

Having a capacity for self-awareness is not, however, a straightforward
condition. Firstly, a distinction can be made between the notion of a capacity
which is blocked and a mere potentiality. An anaesthetic does not destroy the
capacity for self-awareness it just introduces a negative factor which prevents it.
A person under anaesthetic does not need to change in order to become conscious
and self-aware, all that is required is the removal of the negative factor. A
potential for self-awareness, on the other hand can be construed as requiring
actual changes such as the developmental changes of an embryo. Thus a wide
notion of capacity encompassing immediately exercisable and blocked capacities
is appropriate here: a sleeping person has the capacity for self-consciousness but
an embryo merely has the potential for self-consciousness. Is using this broad
notion of capacity satisfactory?

It raises a second difficulty, maintaining a distinction between actual and
potential persons. A drugged person does not have the immediately exercisable
capacity for self-awareness but we want to maintain that he is still a person so we
use the notion of a blocked capacity where only the removal of some negative
factor is required for the capacity to be exercised. A potentiality, on the other
hand, involves more change than the removal of negative factors; a human
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embryo has the potential but not the capacity to run, developmental changes must
take place before there is any capacity to run.

A negative factor blocking the capacity for self-awareness might be some
small injury, a bump on the head causing unconsciousness. The removal of this
negative factor involves the restoration of some physical state of the brain as with
the recovery from anaesthetic or drunkenness. Progressively more serious
injuries involve a greater degree of repair, either naturally or as a result of
intervention, and it seems that the notion of removing a negative blocking factor
blends into the notion of bringing about a change.

If we specify that any change should not involve "those structures that are
the positive, constitutional basis of consciousness and rational awareness",!> we
have to say what constitutive structure must not change. This suggests that the
basis of a capacity is part of the constitutive nature of an individual and if
capacities are the only basis of the condition of personhood then being a person is
dependent on one's constitution. This is precisely what I argued against earlier
when making the distinction between persons and human beings. The same sort
of arguments apply to this claim as apply to the claim that it is the constitution
determining species membership that determines the conditions of personhood.

If we do not make such specifications then the distinction between potential
and actual persons is lost. The changes that occur when someone recovers from
brain damage range from the restoration of peripheral pathways to the transfer of
functions to an entirely different part of the brain and cases of non-recovery or
minimal recovery may be seen as involving only blocked capacities.

This difficulty may be overcome if we make a further distinction. There is
a difference between capacities which have been exercised and those which have
never been exercised. Potentiality falls into the latter category so we can maintain
the distinction between potential and actual persons by stipulating that "the
capacity for awareness of oneself as a continuing subject of experience" is a
capacity which must be exercised at some time. I conclude, therefore, that it is
necessary for the capacities in question to have been exercised at some time but
that it is not necessary to be constantly aware of oneself as a continuing subject of
experiences in order to be classed as a person.

Given that we have some notion of what entities are persons and what
entities are not, and despite border disputes and grey areas, I have proposed that a
plausible necessary condition of personhood must involve consciousness, the

15 Tooley, 1983, p 153.
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concept of a continuing subject of experiences and awareness of being such a
subject. I will abbreviate this condition to, "having a sense of self over time"

THE RELEVANCE OF BRAIN-DAMAGE

My project is to further analyse this condition of personhood, "having a
sense of self over time", into more basic elements and to determine some crucial
necessary conditions for those elements. It might be possible to organize these
elements into some structure of dependency showing how a person can develop or
evolve. Daniel Dennett finds his chosen conditions of personhood fit into this
sort of structure, but with this kind of analysis it is hard to be sure that there are
no other routes to the desired end. For example Dennett resons that self-
consciousness dependent on the ability to use language but in the absence of this
ability there might other ways to be self-conscious in an adequate sense.'® How
could this be discovered? It is in this secondary assessment of basic elements,
necessary conditions and possible structures that I think the study of brain-
damaged individuals is relevant.

It is possible that some of those recovering from brain damage are also
developing persons in the sense that they are striving to achieve anew or regain
some degree or status of personhood. There are several issues to be addressed
here. Is the recovering patient as much a person as before; a different person; the
same to some degree but different in some significant sense; the same person but
diminished in some way? Is it legitimate to talk of degrees of personhood?

If personhood is a matter of degree two possible models seem obvious. One
is the development of human infant from birth to the stage where the condition of
personhood is fully satisfied and the other is an evolutionary model where various
entities like animals or machines show a range of evidence for possessing some of
the basic elements of the condition. Some cases of brain-damage are so puzzling
that neither of these models is appropriate in an explanation of those cases.

16 Dennett, 1978, p 271-81. Dennett's conditions are of moral personhood and he argues that
a special sort of self-consciousness is a precondition of this status. Self-consciousness on his
interpretation is dependent on the capacity for verbal communication but someone who has had a
left hemispherectomy loses this ability although they may understand limited spoken and written
language. In some severely aphasic stroke victims the ability is even more curtailed and if we do
not expect recovery in these cases how are we to judge their moral standing? Are they really

incapable of any self-consciousness in Dennett's relevant sense?
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Often brain-damage involves a very specific capacity, the ability to name
things or to recognize faces. We can observe the overall effect of this deficiency
and in some cases we see recovery, the development of a substitute capacity, or
other attempts to compensate for the loss. Some of the losses, the substitute
techniques or compensations occasion the puzzling questions about the status of
personhood. I think that if we analyse the condition of personhood and examine
relevant accounts of brain-damage each may suggest factors that help in
understanding the other.

In pathological cases we may see how the condition breaks down and
whether there is more than one way of satisfying it. Maybe "having a sense of
self over time" may be partially satisfied, as it must be in infants if it is the sort of
condition which develops after birth. There may be a further developmental
model or it may become clear how recovering cases fit either the childhood
growth model or the evolutionary model. At the same time, close philosophical
analysis may help in discovering exactly what is lost for the patient and what are
the likely consequences of that loss. In a wider sense this type of study might
have significant implications for understanding how normal individuals function,
how children develop and the legal standing of those whose actions may be

directly affected by brain-damage.!”

LOCALIZERS VERSUS HOLISTS

Crucial to this reasoning is a moderate localizing approach to mind-brain
function which maintains that, in general, particular parts of the brain are
involved in particular functions. It is important to distinguish between global
functions, like seeing and linguistic ability, which are better explained as
composite functions involving several specific functions, and thus possibly
several different parts of the brain, and those specific functions themselves. It is
the latter which are disrupted by localized lesions but as a consequence of this a
global function may be disrupted. It is also possible that an individual with brain-
damage can lose the ability to perform one function while all other functions are
intact. Both types of cases can be compared with "normal" individuals to further

17" Gardner, 1975, p 13, 27, 45. Gardner is very optimistic about the light that this sort of
study can throw on crucial issues in psychology and its profound philosophical implications but I
wish to confine myself to considering the sense of self over time alongside selected cases which

seem relevant to it.
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the understanding of neurology and psychology and I think that this comparison
can also throw light on the philosophical question of what a person is.

Holist objection

There is, however, a holistic approach to mind-brain function which views
the mind as a functioning whole over and above any localized functioning. Thus
holists see the above comparison as misguided in that it is not possible to separate
specific functioning from functioning as a whole. Maurice Merleau-Ponty
strongly states this objection.

How are we to co-ordinate this set of facts and how are we to discover by
means of it what function, found in the normal person, is absent in the
patient? There can be no question of simply transferring from the normal
person what the deficient one lacks and is trying to recover. Illness, like
childhood and 'primitive' mentality, is a complete form of existence and
the procedures which it employs to replace normal functions which have
been destroyed are equally pathological phenomena. It is impossible to
deduce the normal from the pathological, deficiencies from substitute
functions, through merely changing the sign. We must take substitutions
as substitutions, as allusions to some fundamental function that they are
striving to make good, and the direct image of which they fail to
furnish. 18

The holistic account assumed by this objection interprets the relevant cases
of brain-damage as the loss of the ability to perform abstract actions, the
substitute function involves only concrete actions. For example, a patient may
not be able to swing his right foot but must imagine himself in an actual situation
where that action is required, such as in kicking a ball, the movement is then a
concrete response. In this way the patient is able to perform the same movements
as the normal person but not in the same way as that person nor even an actor.
The substitute techniques - visual stimulation with actual objects or imagining a
concrete situation - are not clues to what the normal person does, even at a
subconscious level. Compensatory skills allow the patient to cope but they do not
replace what has been lost and they are not an illustration of what has been lost.

This objection can be answered in several ways. Firstly, the evidence for
the moderate localizing account of the mind-brain is strong:

... there is a gradient of neural zones, a cluster of functions, each of
which is more likely than not to be associated with a certain brain region;
at the same time, there exists considerable variability among individuals
and across ages, as well as the strong possibility that a specific kind of
impairment may result from a rather wide set of lesions.!®

18 Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p 106-7.
19 Gardner, 1975, p 26.
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The evidence fits this picture much more closely than it fits the very
generalized holistic account.

Secondly, there are two types of testimony from patients themselves which
count against the objection. Some patients suffer severe damage but during and
after recovery are able to describe the nature of their difficulties. Others, while
severely impaired in one respect, can describe their condition coherently through
some roundabout means. Often neither of these testimonies fits well with the
holistic account nor with the "abstract-concrete” picture. Disabilities described
may be very specific functions, the previously normal person may know exactly
what function is lost.

There are also many cases where the patient cannot offer any testimony, as
in severe aphasia, but where all behavioral evidence suggests that they should be
classed with the previous group as further support for the localizing account.
Holists might be skeptical about behavioural evidence but then they would have
to show how unreliable behavioural evidence can be distinguished from reliable
behavioural evidence. We can often describe quite clearly what it is that the
brain-damaged patient cannot do. Even if we cannot say exactly what is involved
in a specific function, it is possible to assess its importance by comparison with
normal cases.

Another broad reply to the holist's objection concerns the deduction of
normal function from the inabilities or substitute functions of the patient. It
would be naive to think that a substitute was merely a slowed down version of
normal functioning. Substitutes can be recognized as such by both patients and
those who interact with them, and by observing a wide variety of cases it is
possible to gain insights into both normal and pathological conditions. The
patients who can only perform concrete actions highlight the ability of others to
perform abstract actions. This is an insight into the normal gained through the
observation of the pathological.

Finally, the question of completeness is not straightforward; the "localizer”
does not necessarily deny the completeness of the brain-damaged individual.
Gardner says of a stroke victim:

. was I relating to a full person, one whose feelings, emotions, and
personality had survived more or less intact despite his severe affliction,
or to someone who was a mere fragment of what he had been, capable
now only of diminished emotions and perceptions, and a diminished
sense of self?720

20 Gardner, 1973, p 43.
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Gardner's question seems worthy of thorough investigation, and I hope to
show that we can come to a greater understanding of the sense of self in particular
if we include the brain damaged in our investigations.

Materialist objection

The proposed investigation might also be criticized by materialists on the
grounds that the account of personhood used is a concept of folk psychology
based on an inadequate understanding of normal individuals. It is a concept
formed in the absence of scientific enquiry and as such does not provide "an
adequate theoretical framework within which we can answer”" the questions
raised. The materialist might suggest that the effects of brain-damage "should be
taken as an occasion for finding out more about the brain such that we can begin
to understand the results, rather than for forcing the results to fit with our
prescientific assumptions.'?!

I do not think that we would learn much that would be of use in helping us
to relate sympathetically to the brain-damaged by following this advice, although
we might understand in detail their impairment. Our relationships with other
people seem inevitably grounded in some "nonscientific" concept of persons and
until we have clear evidence that it is inadequate, we are justified in using such
concepts in our theoretical framework. The fact that any such concept is based on
normal cases does not rule out the possibility that it can be extended or modified
to cover the pathological cases. Nor can we assume in advance that these cases do
not in some sense fit the existing concept of person. Oliver Sacks, for instance,
sees many of his patients as normal in some sense, it is up to us, he feels, to
discover how to let this norma