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  'If all our cells are replaced several times over our lifetimes, what makes us, us?' 

Discuss.  

 

When taken at face-value, the above thought experiment causes immediate 

difficulties for our intuitions about identity, and more specifically the often accepted 

intuition that one’s identity is defined as being a sum of its parts. For example, just as 

a book’s pages and covers defines that book, similarly a person is defined by their 

parts. If you are your cells, and some cells (red blood cells, bone marrow cells etc) 

are replaced frequently, doesn’t this mean that over a lifetime, you have many 

different identities? Unfortunately, this contradicts another intuition that we have a 

constant identity throughout our lives. However, even this intuition will be 

challenged throughout the following discussion. Therefore this thorny thought 

experiment begs the question: if your identity is not the collection of the atoms 

occupying your body, what is it?  

In this essay I will respond to the question in the title (“what makes us, us”) by 

introducing different points of view, and then by analysing these positions. Firstly, I 

will discuss Substance Dualism, which implies that your identity comes from the 

other sort of substance apart from the physical- the non-physical. Next, I will discuss 

Physicalism, which suggests that your identity is defined by what physical matter you 

are made from. Physicalism is the position which is undermined by the thought 

experiment. Finally, I will propose a position based around consciousness, which 

entails that your identity is related to experiencing a self-conception. I will 

differentiate this model from identity from other related terms such as: personality, 

social identity, and how others view you. I will conclude by arguing why I believe this 

final position best answers the above question and by consequence why it gives us 

the clearest insight into what our identities are.  

 

Firstly, a substance dualist believes that the world is ordered into two types of 

matter: the physical and the non-physical. Humans are dual beings (the physical and 
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non-physical components co-exist within our beings). However, one’s individual 

identity is linked to the separate non-physical component, which is one’s essential 

property: the thing that makes you, you1. This essential property could be a soul, an 

ego, or a self. Substance Dualism occurs in Christian Theology: what defines a person 

is their individual soul which is separate from their physical body: ‘if there is a 

physical body, there is also a spiritual body’2. Substance dualism affirms the intuition 

that we always have a constant identity, since our non-physical component- 

whatever this may be- stays the same over our lifetimes.  

 However, there are several issues with this position, the first of which being 

the ‘Mind-Body Problem’: how do the physical and non-physical interact with each 

other? Framed in a Christian context, how do the soul and the brain interact with 

each other? It seems entirely unclear how this process works. Many theologians 

assume that a person’s soul can determine how their body behaves; notably Aristotle 

attributed a ‘guiding power’ to the soul: ‘just as a charioteer guides his horses… so 

the soul leads its body’3. How could a non-physical object (a soul) somehow exist in 

the physical realm in order to affect a physical object (a brain). This is analogous to a 

causal relationship between two entities with contradictory properties: e.g. how 

could a 2D circle bump into a 3D sphere? Furthermore, there is no reason why the 

physical and non-physical could only co-exists in humans. For example, if humans are 

dual beings, perhaps books are also: my book maintains its book-like physical 

properties, but also possesses non-physical properties, perhaps a book-soul, a book-

self, even a book-ego! A solution to the Mind-Body Problem requires belief in God 

(the Problem is explained as a ‘miracle’ known only unto God). Due to its difficult 

logical and philosophical problems4, all of which are complex and long-winded, a 

belief in God must be put to one side for the purposes (and the word-limit) of this 

essay.  

                                                 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=trqDnLNRuSc 
2 1 Corinthians 15:44 
3 Aristotle- Contemporary Perspectives on his Thought 
4 E.g: could God make 2+2=5, and the problem of suffering and evil  
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Another problem with Substance Dualism is that the functioning of humans- 

supposedly ‘dual beings’- can be explained without the need for any non-physical 

component. In other words, the brain can be explained without a soul needing to 

exist side-by-side. This is shown in the example of Phineas Gage. Gage survived after 

an iron rod was driven completely through his head, destroying much of his brain's 

left frontal lobe, and profoundly changing his personality and behaviour such that, 

according to one observer, he was "no longer Gage”5 . This incredible story 

demonstrates how the functioning of his brain, as demonstrated in his 

personality/behaviour, can be explained solely in physical causes. What religious 

people perceive as the non-physical is simply illusory. 

 However, the Problem of Consciousness seems to provide reasons for the 

non-physical to exist. Nonetheless, as neuroscience gives progressively better 

explanations, a scientific theory of consciousness will develop in the future. The 

scientific literature on the brain has been expanding rapidly since around 1960, and 

the number of articles containing the word ‘neuron’, increased from around 5,000 in 

1980 to around 25,000 such articles in 20116.  

Therefore, we see that Substance Dualism cannot provide a satisfactory 

explanation for identity due to the unresolvable Mind-Body Problem, and the nature 

of the world/our brains which do not require belief in the non-physical. 

 

 

Having rejected the claim that the non-physical exists, the second position 

(Physicalism) is based around this view that the world – including us- is made from 

only physical matter. Extending Physicalism to identity, one’s personhood is simply 

being the sum of one’s parts- in other words, you are your atoms. The physicalist 

response to the thought-experiment in the title could be to affirm that our identity is 

fixed, and that equally, some parts of our body actually do not change. Whereas red 

                                                 
5 Harlow, John Martyn (1868). "Recovery from the Passage of an Iron Bar through the Head 
6 http://www.pubmed.gov/ 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Recovery_from_the_passage_of_an_iron_bar_through_the_head
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blood cells live for ‘about four months’ and white blood cells ‘more than a year’, 

brain cells may last an ‘entire lifetime’- e.g. neurons in the cerebral cortex ‘are not 

replaced when they die’7. Alongside brain cells, our DNA largely stays the same 

during our lifetimes. Perhaps, there are certain elements of our body (brain 

cells/DNA) that are more important than others (blood cells) in determining our 

identity.   

However, there are two main issues with Physicalism. First of all, both of the 

cited examples (our brains and our DNA) are not entirely fixed over time. Although 

the neurones in the cerebral cortex may stay the same, other important features of 

the brain are not fixed: neuroscientists often talk about ‘brain plasticity’, its ability to 

change continuously throughout a lifetime8, and equally new neural pathways can 

always be formed or strengthened. Again, our DNA can change significantly in our 

lives, because our genes can both be turned off/on, and mutate into new alleles. The 

second issue with Physicalism is the following: it is unclear that these features 

(neurones or DNA) are closely related to identity- there are no ‘identity neurones’ or 

‘identity genes’. 

Therefore, as Physicalism cannot support the intuition of fixed identity, the 

physicalist could bite the bullet and consider whether we do not have a constant 

identity over time. Many, most recently with the Transgender Movement, seem to 

undergo drastic identity-changes across their lifetimes; this may simply reflect 

structural changes of cells in the body.  

However, similarly to the first response, there is still the same issue of 

accurately pinpointing which areas of our body directly correlate with our identity. 

As I have already argued, there is no region of the brain or DNA which correlates with 

all the different aspects of our identity that we might think of: beliefs, memories, 

social position, gender etc. Even if the physicalist takes identity to be defined by the 

whole body, this too has issues. Firstly, some regions of our body must be more 

                                                 
7 https://www.livescience.com/33179-does-human-body-replace-cells-seven-years.html 
8 https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/neuroscience/neuroplasticity 



Charlie Harrison       3/09/19 

 

 

5 

relevant than others in determining our identity: you probably identify more with 

your face than you do with your little toe. Secondly, there is the Sorites Paradox. 

Imagine that a scientist, armed with a microscopic scalpel, is removing random cells 

from John’s body (for whatever reason). Assuming that removing one cell wouldn’t 

change John into someone else, the paradox is to consider the implications when the 

process is repeated a sufficient number of times: would one cell of John still count as 

John? If one-celled John isn’t really John, then when did he change from John to not-

John?9 

 

 

My answer would be the following: as soon as he lost the self-conception of the 

memories, experiences, and beliefs that he believed had defined his being. In this 

perspective, souls are not discussed. Physicalism is also not centrally relevant for 

defining identity for the reasons above: firstly due to the complexities in relating the 

intricacies of identity to regions of our body and secondly due to the Sorites Paradox. 

Although Physicalism is excluded for my explanation of identity, its fundamental 

premise- that there is only physical matter in the universe- stands, since the 

existence of the non-physical has been discounted earlier. Our physical makeup is 

only significant in explaining the underlying processes beneath consciousness. In this 

view, someone’s identity is inextricably linked to their own experiences. For example, 

Mary’s identity might be her character-forming moments that she remembers, or her 

recollection of her place in a society, family, or any other collective unit.  

My belief about the true nature of identity can be first differentiated from 

several related terms, firstly from personality. Whereas my view about identity is 

naturally inward looking- a self-conception- personality is based around the 

character of an individual (e.g. Ian). Ian’s character is often perceived by other 

people, who observe and might be affected by Ian’s actions. Secondly, identity 

encompasses more than simply social identity, which is a person's sense of their 

                                                 
9 https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sorites_paradox 
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identity being based on their group membership10. All the relevant features of one’s 

identity, such as morals, experiences, memories, are a function of more than simply 

of one’s social group: there are also complicated genetic, cultural, geographic, even 

historical factors at play.  Thirdly, identity is also distinct, to some extent, from how 

others view you. For example, although many people might have secretly discussed 

what Ian’s character was like, this is irrelevant to Ian’s identity unless Ian himself had 

become conscious of these views. What others think is simply one’s identity in the 

eyes of others.  

 Relating identity to experience is not without its problems. Firstly, it implies 

that if an individual’s self-conception changes, then their identity also changes. Here 

I shall bite the bullet: people can undergo ‘pyschological rebirth’, in which their self-

conception changes rapidly. The idea that “people never change” seems overtly 

cynical and factually incorrect: taking only one example, Russell Brand’s self-

conception of addiction and suffering has changed to a new self-conception of 

activism and meditative self-discipline.  Secondly, this view of identity has difficult 

implications for the start and for the end of human life. As babies, we have no self-

conception so, intuitively, we have no identity. We might have personality (how our 

behaviour is perceived by others), but we lack identity. Equally, a dog might behave 

in an unique manner (it has a personality), but it has no identity: it cannot recognise 

itself in the mirror11. Again, at the end of life, when some of us suffer from 

Alzheimer's, we have very different self-conceptions, sometimes even no self-

conception, compared to our previous selves; once again, our identity has evolved 

rapidly. Thirdly- and perhaps most surprising- is the idea that people might have 

delusional identities. Our self-conceptions might be false, so we may be partially 

fictional. However, this idea is not groundbreaking: it has been explored in literature 

and in psychology. The narrator in Marcel Proust’s ‘In Search of Lost Time’ discusses 

how he dislikes waking up in the night not knowing where and how old he is, and 

                                                 
10 https://www.simplypsychology.org/social-identity-theory.html 
11 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHTPiM2OsJI 
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later claims that people are defined by the objects that surround them, so they must 

piece together their identities whenever and wherever they wake up12. Proust shows 

that memory and identity can often be fictional; he stated that the ‘past is hidden’13. 

Freud mirrored this theme, and discussed the ‘tendentiousness of memory’13; for 

example, children’s memories are often constructed more from fantasy than from 

reality. Therefore, we see that the self-conception theory of identity’s implication 

that people might have partially-fictional identities isn’t unprecedented in the world 

of thought.  

 

 

To conclude, hitherto we have rejected two views about identity based on practical 

difficulties such as the following: the Mind-Body problem combined with this myth 

that the non-physical exists, which struck down substance-dualism; and locating the 

exact correlates of identity in the body, as well as the Sorites Paradox which 

undermined the utility of Physicalism for our question about identity. Despite the 

complexities mentioned, Physicalism may yet be capable of explaining the underlying 

processes beneath some aspects of identity, however the scientific literature on this 

topic is still in its infancy. However, consciousness is infinitely more relevant in the 

domain of what makes us, us: it is here that we experience our self-conceptions 

which define ourselves. I also distinguished between my view of identity as a self-

conception from other connected terms such as ‘personality’, ‘social identity’, and 

simply what others think off you.  

 

I will finish with a side remark: although identity is a self-conception, this does not 

mean to say that we have the freedom of will to ‘decide’ our own identities. We lack 

freedom since we are constrained by many factors including: the determined, 

physical nature of the universe, containing no non-physical elements; our nature, our 

                                                 
12 https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/swannsway/summary/ 
13 Lost Memories: Memory as a Process of Identity in the Fiction of Octavia Butler 
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genes over which we have limited control; and our nurture, our upbringing which we 

arguably have even less control. Such as man can ‘do what he wills, but he cannot 

will as he wills’14, you can ‘be whoever you want to be’15 as the philosopher Harry 

Styles said, but cannot choose to want to be whoever you want to be. Agreed- this is 

less of a witticism than Schopenhauer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Paraphrasing ‘On the Freedom of the Will’, Schopenhauer  
15 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bgOyb15VKi0 


