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Title of Dissertation: 
WHAT IS THE SELF 
An evaluation of the extent to which Eastern and Western philosophy can be said 
to offer conflicting views of the self (personal identity, individualism and 
consciousness)  
 
Aims and Objectives:  
1) Make a distinction on the differences and similarities on how the self is viewed 
in both Eastern and Western thought. 
2) How these differences and similarities in philosophical thought on the self 
have shaped the perspective on personal identity, individualism, consciousness, 
family and society  
3) To make the case that the self is more than just personal identity, 
individualism but is more of a consciousness that is multi layered and when the 
layers are peeled back we find that which is common to all humanity. 
Abstract (approximately 500 words): 
The research methodology I shall be utilising for my dissertation will be the 
thematic process, which will predominately consist of a literature review of 
published philosophical materials. I have decided to use this method as it allows 



me to cover a wide range of different philosophies whilst being able to compare 
and contrast similarities and differences.  
  
The research literature for my dissertation will concentrate predominantly on the 
evaluation of the abstract philosophies that can be found in both Eastern and 
Western schools of thought .The first philosophers that will be critiqued on what 
the abstract construct of the self are those thinkers whom come from Taoism (or 
Daoism) and Confucianism, both of these philosophies are indigenous to China.   
Also from India in the East both Hinduism and Buddhism will be critiqued along 
the same abstract construct question on what the self is. Although some 
philosophies have become religions in their native countries of origin it is not the 
premise of this dissertation to delve into religious doctrine but to stay within the 
parameters of philosophical critique. 
 
The literature review will consider a number of prominent philosophers from the 
West who will be critiqued along the same lines as those thinkers from the East. 
These philosophers will include in no particular order such thinkers as: 
 

• David Hume  
• Rene Descartes 
• John Lock 
• Immanuel Kant  
• Wittgenstein  
• Arthur Shopenhauer  
• Marcus Aurelius  
• Epictetus  

 
This list may expand or contract depending on the literature review and research 
I have used. During the research those ideologies on the self from both Eastern 
and Western philosophers, a comparative analysis of the conflicting views on the 
self will be deliberated. Although different ideologies from the different 
philosophies will be compared, the similarities will also be highlighted. 
 
The research found from these schools of though will further be used to analyse 
how these have shaped perspectives on the self (personal identity, individualism, 
consciousness, family and society) in the East and West. 
  
The premise of the dissertation is (a) to demonstrate that the abstract social 
construct of self whether coming from Eastern or Western philosophies, is a multi 
layered construct that when stripped down to it’s core conception, is the mutual 
fundamental core element that is a common denominator connecting the human 
family. (b) It is my hypothesis that demographical displacement has resulted in 
different social condition, culture and philosophies. These factors have resulted 
in conflicting and similar schools of thought that give us this supposedly Eastern 
and Western divide in philosophical concepts of the self.  
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