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A Hylomorphic Account of Personal 
Identity Thought Experiments

D. B. Hershenov
Hylomorphism offers a third way between 
animalist approaches to personal identity 
that maintain psychology is irrelevant to our 
persistence and neo-Lockean accounts that 
deny we are animals. A Thomistic-inspired 
account is provided that explains the intuitive 
responses to thought experiments involving 
brain transplants and the transformation of 
organic bodies into inorganic ones without 
having to follow the animalist in abandoning 
the claim that it is our identity that matters 
insurvivalnorcountenancethepuzzlesof
spatially coincident entities that plague the 
neo-Lockean. The key is to understand the 
human being as only contingently an animal. 
This approach to our animality is one that 
Catholics have additional reason to hold 
given certain views about Purgatory, our 
uniqueness as free and rational creatures, 
andourhavingonceexistedaszygotes.

Volume 23, Number 1 
December 10, 2008

Reproductive Autonomy,  
the Non-Identity Problem,  

nd the Non-Person Problem
R. DiSilvestro

The Non-Identity Problem is the problem 
of explaining the apparent wrongness of a 
 decision that does not harm people, espe-
cially since some of the people affected by 
the decision would not exist at all were it 
not for the decision. One approach to this 
problem, in the context of reproductive 
 decisions, is to focus on wronging, rather 
than harming, one’s offspring. But a Non-
Person Problem emerges for any view that 
claims (1) that only persons can be wronged 
and (2) that the person-making properties 
allow for there to be human non-persons. 
Consider an individual human organism 
that is prevented from ever possessing the 
person-making properties. On person-only 
accounts of the victims of wronging, this 
organism cannot be wronged by anyone. 
Hence, even individuals whose decisions 
prevent it from ever possessing the person-
making properties cannot wrong it. But this 
is counterintuitive. We can think of examples 
where a human organism is wronged by 
precisely those decisions that prevent it from 
possessing the person-making  properties. 
The best solution to this problem, in the 
case where the person-making property 
is rational self-governance in pursuit of a 
meaningful life, is to adjust the concept of a 
person so that it refers, not merely to those 
with the   immediate capacity for rational 
self- governance in pursuit of a meaningful 
life, but also to those with a  higher-order 
 capacity for such self- governance. Any 
 solution to the non-identity problem that 
focuses on wronging rather than harming 
should incorporate this sort of solution to 
the non-person problem.
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Volume 23, Number 6 
July 2009

Personal Identity, Enhancement  
and Neurosurgery: A Qualitative  

Study in Applied Neuroethics
N. Lipsman, R. Zener, and M. Bernstein

Recentdevelopmentsinthefieldofneuro-
surgery,specificallythosedealingwiththe
modificationofmoodandaffectaspartof
 psychiatric disease, have led some  researchers 
to discuss the ethical  implications of surgery 
to alter personality and personal identity. 
As knowledge and technology  advance, 
discussions of surgery to alter undesirable 
traits, or possibly the enhancement of  normal 
traits, will play an increasingly larger role 
in the ethical literature. So far, identity and 
enhancement have yet to be explored in a 
neurosurgical context, despite the fact that 
(1) neurological disease and treatment both 
potentially alter identity, and (2) that neu-
rosurgeons will likely be the  purveyors of 
future enhancement implantable  technology. 
Here, the authors use  interviews with 
neurosurgical patients to shed light on the 
ethical issues and challenges that surround 
identity and enhancement in neurosurgery. 
The results provide insight into how patients 
approach their identity prior to potentially 
identity-altering procedures and what future 
ethical challenges lay ahead for clinicians 
andresearchersinthefieldofneurothera-
peutics.

Volume 13, Number 2 
May 2007

Religious Reasons and Public  
Healthcare Deliberations

C. Tollefsen
This paper critically explores the path of 
some of the controversies over public  reason 
and religion through four distinct steps. 
Thefirstpartofthisarticleconsidersthe
engagement of John Finnis and Robert P. 
George with John Rawls over the nature 
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of public reason. The second part moves 
to the  question of religion by looking at 
the  engagement of Nicholas Wolterstorff 
with Rawls, Robert Audi, and others. The 
third part engages JürgenHabermas’s
argumentthatwhilecitizensmustbefreeto
make  religious arguments, still, there is an 
 obligation of translation, and a  motivational 
constraintonlawmakers.Thefinalsection
argues that even though  Habermas’s 
proposalfails,neverthelessherecognizes
akey difficulty for religious citizens in
 contemporary  liberal polities.  Restoration 
of a full role for religiously grounded 
justificatoryreasonsinpublicdebateisone
part of an adequate solution to this problem, 
but a second plank must be  added to the 
solution:recognitionthatreligiousreasons
can enter into public  deliberation not just 
as first-order  justifications of particular 
policies, but as  second-order reasons, to be 
considered by any polity that respects its 
religiouscitizensand,morebroadly, the
good of religion.

Volume 25, Number 1 
Spring 2009

Anti-Aging, Rights,  
and Human Nature

T. D. Kennedy
This paper examines the moral arguments 
offered by the most prominent figure in 
the anti-aging movement, Aubrey de Grey, 
andfindstheargumentslacking.DeGrey’s
 understanding of moral rights is confused and 
incoherent. Furthermore, although his appeal 
tothe“wisdomofrepugnance”isintriguing,
it too fails. An underlying  problem of the 
moral arguments of the anti-aging movement 
is their reliance upon a deeply problematic 
notion of what is natural.
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May 2009

The Metaphysical Foundations of  
Reproductive Ethics

B. A. Manninen
Many bioethicists working in reproduc-
tive ethics tacitly assume some  theory 
of  diachronic personal ident ity. For 
 example, Peter Singer argues that there is 
no  identity relation between a fetus and a 
future  individual because the former shares 
no  robust mental connections with the 
 latter.  Consequently, abortion prevents the 
 existence of an  individual; it does not  destroy 
an already  existing individual. Singer’s 
 argument implicitly appeals to the psycho-
logical  account of  personal identity, which, 
although endorsed by many philosophers 
suchasDerekParfit,iscontentious.Singer
does not attempt to defend the psychologi-
cal account before applying it to the moral 
permissibility of abortion. Indeed, with some 
notable exceptions, very few bioethicists 
attempt antecedently to defend their chosen 
theory of personal identity before applying 
it to their ethical arguments. In this paper, 
the author looks at the issues of abortion, 
embryonic stem cell research, and human 
reproductive cloning in order to illustrate 
how many of the arguments made by bioethi-
cists on these topics are, at least partly, based 
on veiled metaphysical assumptions. The 
author’s objective is to illustrate that progress 
can be made on these topics by attending to 
their fundamental metaphysical claims.

Volume 37, Number 2 
June 3, 2009

Pushing the Dead into the  
Next Reproductive Frontier:  

Post Mortem Gamete Retrieval under 
the Uniform Anatomical Gift Act

B. Spielman
In re Matter of Daniel Thomas Christy 
authorizedpostmortemgamete retrieval
 under the most recent revision of the 
 Uniform Anatomical Gift Act. This article 
recommends that the National Conference 
of Commissioners on Uniform State Laws 
explicitly address the issue of postmortem 
gamete retrieval for reproductive purposes; 
that legislators specify whether their states 
will follow the Christy ruling; and that 
ethics committees and consultants prepare 
for the questions about human identity and 
self-determination that post mortem gamete 
retrieval raises.

Volume 35, Number 5 
May 2009

Positing a Difference between Acts and 
Omissions: The Principle of Justice, 

Rachels’ Cases and Moral Weakness
R. Mohindra

Thedifficultyindiscoveringadifference
between killing and letting die has led many 
philosophers to deny the distinction. This 
paper seeks to develop an argument defend-
ing the distinction between killing and letting 
die. In relation to Rachels’ cases [J. Rachels, 
“ActiveandPassiveEuthanasia,”NewEng-
land Journal of Medicine, January 9, 1975], 
the argument is that (a) even accepting that 
Smith and Jones may select equally heinous 
options from the choices they have available 
to them, (b) the fact that the choices available 
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to them are different is morally relevant, and 
(c) this difference in available choices can 
be used to distinguish between the agents 
in certain circumstances. It is the principle 
of justice, as espoused by Aristotle, which 
requires that equal things are treated equally 
and that unequal things are treated unequally
that creates a presumption that Smith and 
Jones should be treated differently. The 
magnitudeofthisdifferencecanbeamplified
by other premises, making the distinction 
morally relevant in practical reality.

izedactofstate coercion. Pace UNESCO’s 
wide-ranging assertions, this paper argues 
that promoting health only falls within the 
legitimate authority of governments in very 
narrowlydefinedcircumstances. As the paper 
critically  explores, at stake are foundational
moral and political questions concerning the 
limits of governmental authority to intervene 
in the  consensual interaction of persons.
 Imposing such duties on others, including 
citizensofastate through regulatory activity 
andtaxation,mustbejustified, nonarbitrary, 
and demonstrably within the limits of moral 
political authority. UNESCO’s assertions do 
not meet this burden of proof.

Medicine, Health Care 
and Philosophy

Journal of Medicine 
and Philosophy

Volume 10, Number 2 
June 2007

Disablement and Personal Identity
S. D. Edwards

A number of commentators claim their dis-
ability to be a part of their identity. This claim 
canbelabeled“theidentityclaim.”Itisthe
claim that disabling characteristics of persons 
can be identity-constituting. According to a 
central constraint on traditional discussions 
of personal identity over time, only essential 
properties can count as identity-constituting 
properties. By this constraint, contingent 
properties of persons (those they might not 
have instanced) cannot be identity-constitut-
ing. Viewed through the lens of traditional 
approaches to the problem of personal iden-
tity over time, disablement is most likely to be 
regarded as a contingent property of a person 
and not an essential one. Hence, on traditional 
approaches, the identity claim must be false. 
An alternative account of identity is sketched 
here. It is one which exploits the idea of narra-
tiveidentity,andpointstofivebasicfeatures
of personal existence. When accounts of 
identity are structured in relation to these 
fivefeatures,itisargued,disablementcanbe
shown to be identity-constituting, and hence 
the identity claim can be accepted.

Volume 34, Number 3 
June 2009

UNESCO, “Universal Bioethics,” and 
State Regulation of Health Risks:  

A Philosophical Critique
M. J. Cherry

TheUnitedNationsEducational,Scientific,
andCulturalOrganization’s  (UNESCO) Uni-
versal Declaration on Bioethics and  Human 
Rights announcesasignificantarrayofwelfare
entitlements—to  personal health and health 
care, medicine,  nutrition, water, improved liv-
ing conditions,  environmental protection, and 
so forth—as well as  corresponding govern-
mental duties to provide for such public health 
measures, through the simple expedient of 
announcingthatsuchentitlementsare“basic
humanrights.” The Universal Declaration 
provides no argument for the legitimacy of 
the sweeping governmental  authority, taxa-
tion, and regulation [required] to create and 
imposesuch“rights.”Asthispaperexplores,
that some action promotes a purported good, 
suchas“health,”does not thereby make the 
action morally  permissible. Just as there are 
moral limits on legitimate personal actions, 
there are also moral  limits on legitimate 
governmental actions to  promote purported
goods, including health. A core question 
of any governmental regulation, therefore, 
is whether it is a legitimate application of 
moral political authority or an unauthor-
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Volume 1, Number 1 
March 2008

Neuroenhancement of Love and  
Marriage: The Chemicals Between Us

J. Savulescu and A.Sandberg
This paper reviews the evolutionary history 
and biology of love and marriage. It exam-
ines the current and imminent possibilities 
of biological manipulation of lust, attraction 
and attachment, so-called neuroenhance-
ment of love. The authors examine the 
arguments for and against these biological 
interventionstoinfluencelove.Theyargue
that biological interventions offer an impor-
tant adjunct to psychosocial interventions, 
especially given the biological limitations 
inherent in human love.

morally irrelevant. The author shows that the 
NIP only arises when we concern ourselves 
with merely possible people. Once we are 
careful to restrict our concerns to only those 
that do or will exist, the NIP is dissolved.

Philosophical Studies

Philosophy, Ethics, and  
Humanities in Medicine

Volume 137, Number 1 
January 2008

Identifying and Dissolving  
the Non-Identity Problem

R. Weinberg
Philosophers concerned with procreative 
ethicshavelongbeenpuzzledbyParfit’snon-
identity problem (NIP). Various  solutions 
have been proposed, but the author  argues 
that we have not solved the problem on its 
own narrow person-affecting terms, i.e., in 
termsoftheidentifiedindividualsaffected
by procreative decisions and acts, espe-
cially f uture children. Thus, the core problem 
 remains unsolved. This is a nagging concern 
for all who hold the common intuition that 
actions that harm no one are permissible. 
The author argues against Harmon’s and 
Woodward’s direct, narrow person- affecting 
solutions, and in favor of a new solution to the 
NIP. The author’s solution, or, rather, disso-
lution, is based on the argument that merely 
possible people, i.e., hypothetical people who 
could possibly, but will not actually, exist, are 

Volume 2, Number 7 
May 17, 2007

Revisiting the Argument  
from Fetal Potential

B.A. Manninen
First,theauthorcriticizestheclassicalargu-
ments proffered against the importance of 
fetalpotential,specificallytheargumentsput
forth by philosophers Peter Singer and David 
Boonin, by carefully unpacking the claims 
made in these arguments and  illustrating why 
theyareflawed.Second,theauthormain-
tains that fetal potential is morally relevant 
when it comes to the  morality of abortion, 
but that it must be accorded a proper place 
in the argument. This proper place, however, 
cannotbefounduntilwefirstansweravery
importantandcomplexquestion:wemust
firstaddresstheissueofpersonalidentity,
and when the fetus becomes the type of 
being who is relevantly identical to a future 
person. The author illustrates why the ques-
tion of fetal potential can be meaningfully 
addressedonlyafterwehavefirstanswered
the question of personal identity and how it 
relates to the human fetus.

Ratio

Neuroethics

Volume 23, Number 1 
March 2010

Twinning, Inorganic Replacement,  
and the Organism View

S. M. Liao
In explicating his version of the Organism 
View, Eric Olson argues that you begin to 
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exist only after twinning is no longer pos-
sible and that you cannot survive a process 
of inorganic replacement. Assuming the 
correctness of the organism view, but pace 
Olson, the author argues in this paper that 
the Organism View does not require that 
you  believe either proposition. The claim 
the author shall make about twinning helps 
advance a debate that currently divides 
defenders of the Organism View, while the 
claim the author shall make about inorganic 

replacement will help to put the Organism 
View on a par with its rival views by allow-
ing it to accommodate a plausible intuition 
that its rivals can accommodate, namely, 
the intuition that you can survive a process 
of  inorganic replacement. Both claims, the 
author shall also argue, are important for 
those who are interested in the identity 
 condition of a human organism, even if they 
do not hold the view that you are essentially 
an organism.


