In this essay I will consider various aspects of personal identity including; the soul and mind; psychological characteristics; memory; relationships with others; the brain and embodiment. I intend to highlight each of these aspects in a broadly philosophical sense and then give examples of each from the text of the novel Tomorrow in the Battle Think On Me by Javier Marías.[footnoteRef:1] The criteria that are considered in order for us to each discover our own personal identity are arguably the most egocentric of all expects of subjectivity, it is after all the answer to the question, “who am I?” But that is purely a philosophical point of view,  what is meant by the term ‘personal identity?’ According to philosopher Eric Olsen; [1:  Javier Marías, Tomorrow in the Battle Think On Me, (Penguin Books, Kindle Edition)] 


The term “personal identity” means different things to different 
people. Psychologists use it to refer to a person’s self-image to 
one’s beliefs about the sort of person one is and how one differs 
from others. In philosophy the term normally refers to philosophical 
questions about ourselves that arise by virtue of our being people, 
questions that may otherwise have little in common. Some 
philosophers use the term more loosely and include such topics as 
the nature of self-knowledge, self-deception, rationality, and the will.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ‘Personal Identity.’ http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396577/obo-9780195396577-0086.xml accessed 1/2/19] 


The first areas of analysis on my list are the soul and mind. These two are grouped together because they are both somewhat intangible and even outside of any religious connotations the question must be asked; “where does the soul reside?” And I believe the answer to that question is; “in the mind.” Some people might argue that the soul is in the heart but in my opinion, surely that supposition is based on the linking of soul with love as in the saying ‘heart and soul.’ To me however that cannot be the case for two main reasons; one’s soul does not only deal with matters of love. in fact I would argue it has more to do with matters of conscience and feelings of self fulfilment. Also love may seemingly be felt in the heart, but the processes that manifest themselves as the feelings of love take place entirely in the brain and in the mind. From a physical point of view the brain both produces and distributes the various hormones and chemicals which are responsible for making us feel love and our thought processes; the mind, deals with our feelings of love. When considering a discussion about the mind the logical place I am drawn to is Descartes hypothesis; “I think therefore I am.”[footnoteRef:3] Our opinion of ourselves is of course formed and held in our minds. In Tomorrow in the Battle… a great deal of the narrative is introspective, it is based on the character Victor’s opinion of himself and that effects how he sees the world and dictates his interactions with others. For example the text on page 49 is entirely his own thoughts and shows he has at least on that moment, low self-esteem.[footnoteRef:4] He is his own worst enemy as the saying goes, being consumed with self-destructive thoughts. Of course we are all constantly reasoning things out in order to react to any given situation in what we judge to be the bast way and our opinion of ourselves, our personal identity plays a huge part in our actions. There can be no doubt that if Victor saw himself differently, he would have acted differently in the moments immediately after Marta’s death, which would naturally have led him onto a different path from then on. There is an obvious sense of guilt in his actions as I’m sure most people would feel were they to find themselves in a similar situation but more than that, the fact that he left food for Marta’s son and that he found himself unable to move on with his own life until he was sure that Marta’s husband and family had discovered her untimely death indicates that he felt a particular kind of guilt, one which shapes the whole of the story. [3:  Ren Descartes, Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking Truth in the Sciences, (Public Domain, Kindle Edition) p. 26.]  [4:  Marías, p. 49] 


These, our psychological characteristics, go to form a large part of our personalities and that in turn shapes the way we view the world and how we find our place within it. One could say in fact that our psychological characteristics go to form our personality completely, as it is our self image which determines our character and therefore that is where our personal identity meets our perceived identity, the person others believe us to be. It is not entirely true though that our personal identity I drawn entirely from our thought processes. Our sense of self in a physical way, our awareness of our physicality is also relevant when we form our personal identity. That’s is why perhaps so often when you talk to someone with whom you have never met; on the telephone for example, you form an impression of certain physical aspects of that person. The same thing often happens when reading a book, even if a person’s physical form is never actually described we form an image of that person in our ‘mind’s eye.’ There is comparatively little reference to and of the characters’ physical forms in the book and yet I find myself gaining an impression of their appearance. This in itself raises an intriguing question though; if my interpretation of the book is coloured by my own personal identity, and the way the book is written is in turn coloured by the personal identity of the author, how accurate could my estimation of the characters’ physicality possibly be? There would still be a quite considerable margin for error in that vision even if the book were based on real people regardless of whether the events depicted were real or fictitious. But given that the story’s characters exist purely in the mind of the author, that margin for error is widened considerably.

Of course our personal identity affects every aspect of our lives, and how we remember ourselves in the past is also a part of it. The book makes a great deal of the idea that our present situation whatever that may be, colours our memories and that events of the past become clearer as we travel further from them and make sense of them in relation to where we are now. I believe however that it is true that it is our inclination to make sense of our lives by colouring our own memories, that in an attempt to feel as though we are ‘on a path’ that we make tentative and erroneous links between present and past events. This is true even of relatively mundane events but is magnified when there is a personally traumatic event such as a death. The book also explores the effect death has on our memories and in particular how our memories of one who has died are altered by that event. This is something that I myself have noticed many times over the years. One can see when observing from afar that a person who has died and in particular if they have died tragically is always referred to or remembered fondly, it is only in fiction that I have ever seen a person react with something akin to ‘he or she deserved it’ or ‘the world is a better place without them.’ I have never witnessed that kind of sentiment reflected in real life. 

As I briefly mentioned earlier, our personal identity affects our relationships with other people; we all have people whom we judge to be our peers, people who we admire or hold in high esteem and sometimes even those on whom we cast judgement, to be inferior to ourselves in some way. All of these positions are held in relation to our own self image. In the book, the fact that Victor’s job is that of a ghost writer is a very important part not only of the story but also of his character.  Throughout the story he refers to himself as being invisible. If a character was perhaps full of self doubt that self image could be a disability psychologically speaking, but for Victor it is an asset. He can remove himself from his physical situation and analyse events and people even while they are present, for example when he has lunch with Marta’s family and begins living out a fantasy in his mind during the meal. His seemingly has the ability to think situations right through to their conclusion and construct an entire possible narrative of the future without being troubled or distracted by anything which may actually be happening at the time.[footnoteRef:5] As the story is told from Victor’s point of view one could say that he has complete control over every situation, he certainly has control over the way each situation is conveyed and his ‘invisibility’ transforms on several occasions into a feeling of invincibility and even mild narcissism.   [5:  Marías, p. 229] 


I have mentioned several immaterial (philosophically speaking) aspects of personal identity, that of soul and mind in particular which seem to be somewhat out of balance in the character of Victor. He undoubtedly has a very strong, agile and creative mind as is proven by his constant meandering and his creating of alternative realities,  possible futures and pasts and even creating in his own mind, other people’s memories. But his soul seems to be somewhat lacking. One of the threads of the novel is Victor’s search for some inner peace, to calm his soul from the emotional turmoil in which he finds himself after Marta’s untimely death. And yet none of his actions are really all that they could be in order for him to truly find his own peace, they all seem to draw to more of a self serving or fictitious close and I started to feel like I could tell when he was starting to go in that direction because he could always come back to fate and all things being on their own path and leading to their own dissolution. I wonder though is that because Victor genuinely  felt like he was ultimately unable to control his own destiny or was it simply because his mind was so used to creating a fictitious narrative that he did so almost instinctually and to remove his influence on events and leave them to the hands of fate was the most effective way for him to keep himself grounded in reality?

In conclusion then, all the aspects I have mentioned, all of which have a roll to play in the forming of our personal identity or self image are in many ways the centre of our lives. Life is after all a series of interactions and the way in which we approach each of those events is governed by our personal identity. If I viewed myself differently then my life would have undoubtedly been very different, likewise if in the book Victor had had a different idea of his personal identity then the story would have been very different. The story would have changed somewhat had any of the characters had different opinions about themselves but as Victor is the narrator and Tomorrow in the Battle… is essentially his story, it is his personal identity that governs every aspect of the story as it is told.
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