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intervention. I conclude by suggesting that under-
taking memory modifications without taking into 
account the social dimension of a person’s life creates 
the risk that she will not be able to meet one of the 
basic human needs—the autonomous construction 
and maintenance of personal identity. Based on this 
conclusion, I offer some reflections on the permissi-
bility and advisability of MMTs and what these con-
siderations suggest for the future.
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Introduction

For nearly two decades, ethicists have expressed con-
cerns that the further development and use of memory 
modification technologies (MMTs)—techniques allow-
ing to intentionally and selectively alter memories—
may threaten the very foundations of who we are, our 
personal identity, and thus pose a threat to our well-
being, or even undermine our “humaneness” [1–24]. 
The most auspicious currently studied MMTs such as 
propranolol administration [25], extinction training 
combined with the memory update [26] or with admin-
istration of glucocorticoids [27, 28] have the poten-
tial to alter memory in a relatively safe, selective and 
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clinically relevant manner. These memory-modifying 
interventions offer to alter emotional components or 
certain expressions of excessively emotional (fear, 
phobic, or traumatic) memory. In such interventions 
declarative memory (e.g., belief phobic system) and 
episodic memory (e.g., conscious awareness of the 
experienced trauma) remain intact [29].

However, since the persistence of episodic memo-
ries is highly relevant to posttraumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD)1 and other anxiety disorders [33], it may 
sometimes be necessary to render amnesia of trau-
matic or phobic memory as this can be the only way 
to overcome PTSD and ultimately build healthy iden-
tity. Deactivation of memories has been realized in 
model organisms for decades with the use of protein 
synthesis inhibitors. However, while protein synthesis 
inhibitors constitute proof of concept, their utilization 
in humans is precluded due to their toxicity. Moreo-
ver, they are not as selective as one could expect of 
memory modification intervention that is to be used 
in humans—protein synthesis inhibitors impair all 
consolidating memories [34]. In contrast, findings of 
recent years have shown that the prospect of provid-
ing measures to selectively deactivate the targeted 
memory can be actually realized with the use of an 
emerging MMT—optogenetics [35–37]. Although 
making optogenetic system operable to control neural 
activity underlying the memory still involves invasive 
manipulations, i.e., inserting opsin genes via viral 
infection and implanting optical fibers, less invasive 
optogenetic–systems are currently under develop-
ment (see [38–42] for recent advancements in mak-
ing optogenetics less or even non-invasive). While it 
may take years to make optogenetics or optogenetic-
like technology a therapeutic memory–modifying 

measure,2 if ever to be realized,3 the fact that MMT 
has been shown to be effective in deactivating specific 
memories makes it timely and important to consider 
potential philosophical4 and ethical ramifications of 
such an intervention among other memory-modifying 
interventions.

I analyze the potential ramifications of memory 
modifications such as changing the valence of tar-
geted memories and selective deactivation of a par-
ticular memory as these interventions seem to be at 
the same time potentially both most promising clini-
cally as well as menacing to personal identity. In 
contrast to previous works discussing the potential 
consequences of MMTs, this paper examines them 
in the context of the narrative relational approach 
to personal identity and potential issues related to 
autonomy. I argue that such a perspective brings to 
light ethical aspects and moral issues arising from the 
use of MMTs that have been hidden from previously 
adopted approaches. In particular, this perspective 
shows how important is the social context in which 
the individual is embedded for the ethical evaluation 
of a given memory modification intervention—as 
opposed to the more individualistic accounts framed 
around the concept of authenticity that have previ-
ously been adopted in the neuroethical literature [3, 5, 
12, 13, 17, 23].

Moreover, in contrast to recent works attempt-
ing to analyze the normative implications of MMTs 
in the light of the concept of authenticity that would 
“take relational nature of personal identity seriously” 
[8, 14, 53], I argue, following Mackenzie and Walker 

1 PTSD is a psychological disorder which has dramatic con-
sequences for a daily life of affected person. It is characterized 
by heightened noradrenergic signaling [30], highly disruptive 
traumatic memories, avoidance, and increased arousal and 
stress response [31]. In PTSD traumatic memories are con-
stantly retrieved even in non-threatening (neutral) situations, 
triggering re-experiencing of the trauma. Re-experiencing can 
involve intrusive and vivid episodic memory of the traumatic 
experience and evoke adverse emotions associated with it 
[32]. Finally, PTSD can lead to the development of associated 
pathologies such as depression, aggression, substance abuse 
and high risk of suicidal behaviors [31].
2 Although it is worth noting that the first clinical trial for 
neurodegenerative disease in humans has already been suc-
cessfully carried out—optogenetics allowed to partially restore 
visual function in a patient with retinitis pigmentosa [43].

3 There is an ongoing discussion on whether using optogenet-
ics as a therapeutic MMT will be possible in the future [1, 44–
50]. There are several threads in this debate: safety concerns 
[44, 47], technological obstacles to translating optogenetic 
techniques from animal models to humans [44, 47], and issues 
associated with the nature of memory, e.g., whether it will be 
possible to: control specific memory contents in human brains 
[44, 47], track complex autobiographical memories [44, 49], or 
selectively erase particular autobiographical memories due to 
their ‘non-local’ nature [44, 48, 50].
4 Optogenetics has been recently discussed as a tool that may 
help to solve conceptual puzzles regarding the nature of mem-
ory [51, 52].
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[54], that such interpretation of authenticity “blurs 
distinction between identity and autonomy and so 
obscures the central ethical issue it seeks to address.” 
The central ethical issue underlying narratives of self-
alienation concerns threats to autonomy since “a rela-
tional and narrative account of identity and autonomy 
can incorporate the most plausible aspects of the eth-
ics of authenticity and can explain what is at stake 
in the first-person phenomenological descriptions of 
self-alienation” [54]. Consider the following excerpt 
from Leuenberger (2022) discussing her processual 
relational narrative account of authenticity in the 
context of the potential ethical implications brought 
about by MMTs: “By changing the constraints of who 
you can be, neural interventions open up the pos-
sibility for life paths that are easier and maybe hap-
pier while remaining genuine. The shy person would 
not have to force himself to appear outgoing when 
applying for a job favoring an outgoing attitude. He 
would just genuinely feel like being outgoing. How-
ever, this raises serious issues of conformity, which 
would contradict a further pillar of authenticity: that 
we should not bend to the will of other people to fit 
in but be ourselves” [14]. Similarly, Iftode, Zorila, 
Vica, Mihailov (2022) claim in concluding remarks 
of their recent discussion on the ethics of MMTs in 
the light of their experimental relational account of 
authenticity that: “However, the inescapable experi-
mental side of authenticity makes us avoid confus-
ing one’s personal identity with a social and narrative 
construct that only bears the mark of social pressure 
and conformism. In other words, sticking to the value 
of authenticity we are making sure that a richness of 
life alternatives remains available within our society, 
and that our ‘right to difference, variation and meta-
morphosis’ (Deleuze, 1988, p. 106) is preserved” [8].

The above passages demonstrate that what is really 
at stake in the discussion concerning the ethics of 
relational authenticity is the issue of being autono-
mous: “that we should not bend to the will of other 
people to fit in but be ourselves” and “that a richness 
of life alternatives remains available within our soci-
ety, and that our ‘right to difference, variation and 
metamorphosis’ is preserved” are calls for (the pros-
pect of) autonomy. Relational accounts of authentic-
ity share with each other that they attempt to accom-
modate the ideal of autonomy as one of the pillars 

of authenticity. However, it may not be a good idea 
because autonomy is a better defined and more value-
laden concept—from which the concept of relational 
authenticity arguably derived its normativity in the 
first place.5 Therefore, I agree with diagnosis of Mac-
kenzie and Walker [54] that we should focus in the 
neuroethical analyzes on the concepts of identity 
and autonomy rather than authenticity—if we are to 
enrich our analyzes with a relational dimension. This 
perspective allows for an explicit and thorough analy-
sis of the most salient ethical issues arising from the 
use of MMT.

Narrative Relational Accounts of Personal 
Identity

Narrative accounts of personal identity can be classi-
fied as normative or descriptive [56]. One of the most 
frequently discussed narrative accounts of personal 
identity in neuroethical considerations is Schecht-
man’s Narrative Self-Constitution View [12, 16, 
57–62]. Schechtman’s conception is normative (but 
see [61, pp. 101–102]) as she states that narrative is 
something that one must cultivate to be a person and 
imposes constraints on the narrative that is to be iden-
tified as the constitutive of personal identity [62, pp. 
113–114]. The first of them is the articulation con-
straint, i.e., the thesis that “an identity-constituting 
narrative must be capable of local articulation” [62, 
pp. 114]. An identity-constituting narrative need not 
cover the entire life of the person, but she should be 
able to narrate parts that matter for explaining why 
she acts, believes, and feels as she does [62, pp. 114]. 
The articulation constraint is thought to ensure the 
fulfillment of common sense expectations of personal 
identity—that the individual’s sense of diachronicity 
and the prospect of self-identification is secured. The 
second requirement, the reality constraint, indicates 
that the narrative must be consistent with basic obser-
vational and interpretative facts about the individual, 
her life and the world. One cannot simply claim that 
she is Vladimir Lenin as defending such an identity 
claim would require to contradict obvious, almost 

5 This view seems to be gaining ground in recent debate [49, 
55].
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indisputable facts about this person or even about 
how the world works. Thus, although in Schecht-
man’s view personal identity is ultimately the product 
of a person’s inner life, there are limits to the stories 
that a person can tell about herself to make an author-
itative act of the identity self-constitution. Accord-
ing to Schechtman’s model, these limits are dictated 
by others’ stories regarding the person in question. In 
this approach, other persons’ narrative perspectives 
are testimonies serving to verify if the reality con-
straint is fulfilled, thereby whether the person’s auto-
biographical narrative has authoritativeness in consti-
tuting her own identity.

In most feminists’ approaches, other persons’ nar-
ratives play even more important role, that is, they 
co-constitute one’s identity along with the first-per-
son narrative. According to Lindemann [56, pp. 81], 
personal identity depends upon social recognition as 
“many practical identities require more that one per-
son for their construction and maintenance.” And 
even more radically, when expressing her relational 
account of identity-constitution, Lindemann [63, pp. 
210] claims that humans “without other people could 
not be persons at all.” At the same time, however, she 
emphasizes that persons are not only what society 
makes of them; persons can also defy society’s expec-
tations and decide for themselves who they ultimately 
will be: 

Indeed, we can think of human selves as compris-
ing two intertwined strands that are often in tension 
and even, in certain cultures and at certain times in 
history, become unbalanced because one strand takes 
ascendancy over the other. Call one strand “the given” 
and the other “the chosen.” “The given” consists of 
our first and much of our second natures, the age and 
society into which we were born, the relationships 
with which we were encumbered at birth, the identi-
ties others impose on us, our first and maybe second 
language, and morality itself. “The chosen” embraces 
our status as agents who choose freely and act on the 
basis of those choices and includes our ability to rea-
son, our free will, our autonomy, and our capacity to 
reflectively endorse or repudiate the considerations 
that bear on what we do and what we think [63, pp. 
209].

Thus, according to Lindemann “the given” is not 
everything there is that counts when it comes to per-
sonal identity. Obviously, a person must “settle one-
self” in the given in order to be able to construct 

narrative; however, a person is also characterized 
by “the chosen”—she can deliberate on what stories 
emphasize values, social roles, relationships, actions 
she cares about and choose to adopt in her self-narra-
tive the ones that do. First-person perspective of “the 
chosen” and third person perspective of “the given” 
often align with each other. However, the crucial 
question to understand Lindemann’s account is to ask 
what if these perspectives are in conflict with each 
other. The answer to this question determines which 
of them prevail—that is, which one of the two is con-
stitutive for one’s identity—and on what terms. Lin-
demann [56, pp. 101] proposes to resolve this ques-
tion through introducing the normative requirement 
for the narrative that is to be identity constituting. 
This requirement has a form of the credibility con-
straint. Lindemann postulates three credibility crite-
ria for evaluating which of the perspectives should be 
privileged and authoritative for identity constitution.

In contrast to Schechtman’s account—for which 
the third-person perspective is epistemically privi-
leged as it functions as a point of reference for the 
first-person story that is often characterized by self-
serving biases, self-deceptiveness, blissful ignorance, 
and other factors distorting narrative truth-preserva-
tion—Lindemann claims that the third-personal per-
spective may be just as skewed as the first-personal 
one. Thus, the epistemic privilege of the first-person 
perspective cannot be justified a priori; it is not, there-
fore, sufficient to follow the reality constraint imposed 
by Schechtman’s Narrative Self-Constitution View 
and to only ensure that our identity aligns with the 
view that others hold regarding ourselves. Lindemann 
claims that in order to determine which of these per-
spectives provides the better story, one should follow 
credibility criteria. These are: explanatory force, cor-
relation to action, and heft. The narrative has stronger 
explanatory force if it fits the evidence for explaining 
the person’s characteristics better; it conforms with 
the second criterion more completely if its correlation 
with person’s actions is more fitting—not necessarily 
with one’s intentions, conscious deliberations, goals, 
or beliefs; last but not least, a perspective is higher 
on the criterion of heft if it has a greater weight and 
importance regarding the pertinent characteristics of 
the person’s autobiographical narrative. For Linde-
mann, therefore, an identity-constituting narrative can 
be identified with the most credible story told by (or 
about) a person.
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The narrative account of Baylis [64] coincides with 
Lindemann’s perspective in the most central theme of 
relational accounts of personal identity as she claims 
that “persons are (and can only be) dynamic com-
plex co-creations constituted and maintained through 
iterative and cyclical as well as public and private 
performances” [64, pp. 119]; thus, in Baylis view, we 
are simultaneously constantly projecting ourselves 
through our stories and we—our selves—are the pro-
jects of identity-creations that are imposed on us by 
others. In contrast to Lindemann, however, for Baylis 
an identity-constitutive story cannot be identified with 
the content of the narrative that turned out to be the 
winner from the two (or more) competing perspectives 
that better fulfill credibility criteria, but rather with 
the content of the story that emerges after finding the 
“equilibrium.” “Equilibrium” is “the balance between 
how a person sees and understands herself and how 
others see and understand her” [64, pp. 119]. Moreo-
ver, in contrast to Schechtman’s account in which the 
crucial role of the fulfillment of the reality constraint 
by the narrative that is to be authoritative for identity 
self-constitution is emphasized, according to Baylis, 
“there is neither care nor concern with what others 
‘objectively’ believe to be true, except insofar as oth-
ers’ perceptions are invitations to practise one’s narra-
tive and performance skills” [64, pp. 121].

For Baylis, a prerequisite for identity-constitution 
is others reception of the projected self-narrative—
preferred (the story of who the person wants to be), 
performed (the story of who the person can be, given 
all constraints that are imposed on her by the self and 
others), or combination thereof. There are several 
ways in which the projected narrative can be uptaken 
by others. It may be: dismissed, resisted, tolerated, 
actively endorsed, or actively contested in whole or 
in part. In the case of negative reception of the self-
narrative, one’s response can take at least five dif-
ferent forms in order to satisfy the equilibrium con-
straint: the person may try to project her preferred or 
performed self-narrative more successfully; revise 
her self-understanding; shift her self-narrative in 
deference to others; refute the perspectives of others 
by explaining away discrepancies with the projected 
self-narrative by pointing out interpretive errors on 
the part of others; or, finally, change the commu-
nity for more accepting or tolerant for the projected 
self-understanding.

Although finding the equilibrium is crucial in 
Baylis’ account of identity self-constitution, she 
emphasizes that fulfilling the equilibrium constraint 
by achieving stability of the self is not the end of 
“the game” of identity formation:

To do so would be to contradict the claim that 
personal identity is a dynamic interpersonal 
communicative activity based on narrative and 
performance. Rather, equilibrium is a desired 
and desirable, temporary and temporizing, 
state of being that allows the self to take 
notice of her place in the world and through 
introspection and continued lived experience 
to refine or (radically) revise how she acts/per-
forms in relations with others [64, pp. 123].

Thus, Baylis comprehends identity self-constitu-
tion as a process—she rejects a belief that there is 
the “true self” [3, 13, 17, 65–67] to be found; the 
core feature of relational identity is its dynamic 
nature. The self adopts more or less stable form 
depending on social, cultural, and political influ-
ences and pressures. What is important to empha-
size is that over a person’s lifetime “interludes of 
disequilibrium” are expected. Their intensity and 
frequency depends on: “(1) the person’s skill in 
projecting who she is to herself as she lives her life 
and (more or less self–consciously) reflects on the 
actions and reactions that inform her interactions 
and transactions with others; and (2) the socio-
cultural and socio-political context in which her 
actions, reactions, interactions, and transactions 
occur and are responded to” [64, pp. 123].

Up to the point discussed above, Baylis’ account 
can be interpreted as an account that is primarily of a 
descriptive nature. The equilibrium constraint can be 
read not as the normative requirement for the narra-
tive that is to be constitutive for personal identity, but 
as a theoretical postulate that allows to explain how 
the process of identity self-constitution works. Baylis 
[64], however, adds a normative flavor to her account 
by postulating that from an ethical perspective, it is 
crucial whether the state of equilibrium is achieved 
autonomously or as the result of oppression. For 
this reason, in neuroethical considerations about the 
potential effects of MMT on personal identity, the key 
issue in the light of Baylis’ theory is whether a person 
undergoing memory modification can autonomously 
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constitute their identity or is subject to oppression. 
Such an approach is a traditional and, I contend, reli-
able guide to neuroethics.

In contrast, it seems that the accounts of Schech-
tman and Lindemann are problematic to apply in 
the neuroethical considerations. While I believe that 
both Schechtman and Lindemann accurately iden-
tify the relevant intuitions that usually govern the 
practices of self-constitution, and that it is often the 
case that people’s judgements are implicitly driven 
by criteria postulated in their accounts, I nonetheless 
suggest that human self is too messy and dynamic 
to impose such demands on it. To elaborate on this, 
people have extraordinary abilities to fill in the mem-
ory and information gaps by producing narratives 
that are outrageously false but consistently (at least 
from their own perspective) explain why they are the 
way they are, did what they did, and how they found 
themselves in  situations they found themselves in, 
as evidenced by decades of research on participants 
subjected to implementation of false memories [68, 
69], patients who underwent commissurotomy (split 
brain patients) [70], or individuals suffering from 
Korsakoff’s syndrome [71]. Moreover, research on 
self-deception shows that in typical population ration-
alizing and denying evidence that does not serve 
one’s self is widespread [72]; even more, it is impor-
tant adaptive [73] coping [74] mechanism, which, as 
some argue, is a consequence of the fact that deceit is 
fundamental in an animal communication [73]. Self-
deception is arguably a product of the co-evolutionary 
struggle between deceiver and deceived selected for 
the evolutionary advantage of individuals who prac-
tice self-deception by allowing them to circumvent 
detection efforts [73]. It can therefore be concluded 
that cognitive mechanisms are conducive to prevent-
ing a typical person from meeting the reality con-
straint. For this reason, it does not seem adequate to 
a priori deny people authoritative self-constitution on 
the grounds of the reality constraint—acts of effective 
self-constitution could be too rare if it were to be so. 
Likewise, the credibility criteria postulated by Linde-
mann may not be appropriate to determine whether a 
given narrative has constitutive authority.

More generally, I suggest that any normative cri-
terium postulated as required to constitute identity 
is susceptible to cultural biases. For example, both 
the reality and credibility constraints presuppose 
the significance of an ideal of leading “truthful” or 

“authentic” life—an ideal widespread in our culture 
but not necessarily culturally universal.6 Thus, it may 
be that there is no normative condition that should 
be considered universally decisive for effective self-
constitution. The process of self-constitution seems to 
be governed by different rule—that of “equilibrium” 
described by Baylis. Therefore, I will analyze the 
potential consequences of memory-modifying inter-
ventions to personal identity in the light of Baylis’ 
account. It is worth emphasizing, however, that the 
intuitions regarding the practices of self-constitution 
identified by Schechtman and Lindemann are—as the 
following analysis will show—extremely useful for 
other purposes, i.e., predicting the reactions of others 
to changes in the narrative identity of a person who 
underwent an MMT intervention.

The Ethics of MMTs: Autonomy and Baylis’ 
Narrative Relational Account of Personal Identity

For Baylis, self-constitution requires minimal uptake 
of others, which “may be granted or withheld based 
upon judgments about ‘reality,’ ‘coherence,’ ‘unity,’ 
‘consistency,’ ‘credibility,’ ‘plausibility,’ or the like, 
but what crucially matters given that we are consti-
tuted through our personal and public relations is 
the prospect of ‘equilibrium’” [64, pp. 124]. Iden-
tity formation involves an iterative cycle of “self”-
perception, “self”-projection, “other”-perception, and 
“other”-reaction. As I will show, memory modifica-
tions can have consequences at each of these stages. 
However, according to Baylis, this fact alone is not 
normatively problematic. For Baylis ethical issues 
arise only when given neurointervention affects 
autonomy. Thus, Baylis follows influential tradition 
according to which autonomy is central for the legiti-
mization of practices in biomedical ethics.

The central idea behind the notion of autonomy is 
indicated by the etymology of the term: autós (“self”) 
and nomos (“law” or “rule”). “Autonomy” was first 
applied to Greek city states exerting their own laws. 
This idea was later extended to person to describe 

6 This ideal may not be universal for some time even in 
WEIRD cultures, as postmodernists have long suggested that 
we live in an age of fluid identity; like politicians, we create 
our selves for the current needs of the ‘social game,’ and the 
truth as a guide in the process of self-creation has long lost its 
privileged status.
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her (supposed) ability to “govern herself” or to self-
determine, i.e., to decide and act (i.e., local auton-
omy), or more broadly to live (i.e., global autonomy), 
independent of influences that are not her own or 
are not expressive of her self [75]. Autonomy, then, 
is to be understood by specifying what the notion of 
“self” implies. Approaches to explaining the concept 
of “self” can, for the purposes of these considera-
tions (see also [76, xi]), be divided into: (1) subjec-
tivist or individualist accounts, highlighting subjec-
tive or individual traits and capacities of the person, 
(2) relational or interpersonal accounts, highlighting 
a person’s social interdependencies, (3) narrative 
accounts, highlighting narrative practices as crucial in 
constructing and maintaining the self, and (4) embod-
ied accounts, highlighting ways in which the body 
influences who we are and how we can be. Baylis’ 
account has some elements of (1),7 but it is primarily 
a combination of (2), (3) and (4) as she claims that: 
(i) “persons are (and can only be) dynamic complex 
co-creations informed by the perspectives and crea-
tive intentions of others” [64, pp. 118], (ii) one’s per-
sonal identity “is a dynamic interpersonal communi-
cative activity based on narrative and performance” 
[64, pp. 123], (iii) “race, class, gender, ethnicity, age, 
sexual orientation, and ability are features of the self 
that others read off the body in the context of ‘com-
plex networks of social norms, institutions, practices, 
conventions, expectations, and attitudes’ [77, pp. 15]. 
So it is that ‘agents’ identities are formed within the 
context of social relationships and shaped by a com-
plex of intersecting social determinants, such as race, 
class, gender and ethnicity’ [78, pp. 4]”

Baylis [64, pp. 124] specifies that in relation to 
self-constitutive practices:

Autonomy is manifest when an individual 
actively contributes to authoring her life in a 
manner that is consistent with her broader inter-
ests, values, and commitments. How she lives in 
the world and succeeds in having others endorse 
or instantiate her self-projection is of pivotal 

importance. In addition, it matters for autonomy 
that an individual be able to decide which sto-
ries provided by others are to be incorporated 
into her self-narrative and whether to defend or 
revise her self-narrative in response to question-
ing, contesting, and possibly even refashioning 
of her identity by others.

By contrast, she claims that:

Oppression is manifest when an individual in 
certain contexts and circumstances is forced to 
live for periods of time within the confines of 
another’s ideas about what makes for an appro-
priate self-narrative. An individual can be con-
strained by stories that are not of her own mak-
ing but, rather, have been decreed, construed, 
and constructed by others who limit (in overt, 
covert, or insidious ways) who she can be, by 
actively and/or structurally restricting the range 
of narratives that can be appropriated and suc-
cessfully enacted.

The above characterization of autonomy and 
oppression strongly resembles a constitutively rela-
tional analysis of Oshana [79, 80].8 Therefore, it 
seems that Baylis’ approach belongs to the category 
of strongly substantive relational accounts of auton-
omy. Such accounts are “constitutively relational” 
in a sense that social relations and exogenous cir-
cumstances constitute ineliminable elements of what 
self-determination involves. In other words, the state 
of the agent’s external environment and interpersonal 
relationships are incorporated into the very definition 
of autonomy in such approaches [81].9 Before con-
sidering whether and how memory modification can 
influence personal autonomy understood in this way, 
let me introduce the story of Tarana, which will serve 
to illustrate the potential ethical ramifications of using 
MMTs.

7 This can be seen in the fact that Baylis claims that the inten-
sity and frequency of disequilibrium partly depends on ‘the 
person’s skill in projecting who she is to herself as she lives 
her life,’ the definition of autonomy below and the discussion 
in the section “MMTs and Autonomy Concern: Internal and 
External Autonomy.”

8 Many thanks to the reviewer for this suggestion.
9 To see how this approach differs from proceduralist (a)his-
torical and non-substantive analysis of autonomy, see [81].
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The Case of Tarana: Mapping the Potential 
Consequences of MMTs

Consider the story of Tarana10 who was function-
ing seemingly well after experienced trauma, but as 
a result of experiencing intense stress in her thirties 
began developing symptoms of PTSD. Although 
Tarana suffered from sexual harassment in her child-
hood, she was able to build a meaningful life—she 
got involved into efforts to help girls living in mar-
ginalized communities. As Tarana acknowledges in 
her biography,11 her traumatic experiences inspired 
her life-long pursuit to improve lives of young girls 
who undergo extreme hardships. The violent act 
she survived also motivated her to start the #MeToo 
movement. Therefore, the very aspect of her life that 
grew out of her traumatic memory was undoubtedly 
crucial to her autobiographical narrative, as she led 
her life story around this theme. Thus, her traumatic 
experiences constitute her self-defining memories. It 
is not unique since traumas are often critical in form-
ing one’s identity12 [83, 84]. It should be noted that 
the crucial role of trauma in the process of identity 
formation is of great importance in the context of 
the ethics of therapeutic use of MMT, because in the 
most likely situations in which such interventions 
would take place, i.e. in the case of traumas, identity-
related memories are the target of modification.

After Tarana had begun the #MeToo movement 
and shared her story during this process, she became 
haunted by vivid memories of the assault. This is all 
the more likely since survivors of sexual violence 
are experiencing a lot of stress after a disclosure, are 
often stigmatized, and verbally (or even physically) 
attacked. As Lindemann [85, pp. 42] puts it, the norm 
is the expectation that: “aspersions would be cast on 
her character, her motives, her credibility. […] even in 
the #MeToo era, the default assumption is that wom-
en’s accusations of sexual assault are false, or that the 
assault wasn’t that bad.” Moreover, victims of sexual 
violence “do not benefit, to the same degree as other 
survivors, from telling their stories with the cultur-
ally valued narrative template of redemption” [85, 86]. 
Thus, as Tarana begun to be afraid that she will not be 
able to realize her mission to help others anymore—
since her mental health started deteriorating due to 
intrusive and persistent recollections of traumatic 
memories—she decided to undergo treatment with the 
use of MMT. The potential therapeutic benefits and 
threats of Tarana’s treatment would differ depending 
on the used MMT and memory system (and memory 
expression) that was targeted during the procedure. I 
will now consider two most relevant memory–modify-
ing interventions in this context: modification of the 
memory valence and memory deactivation.

If MMT (e.g., propranolol) is used to alter Tara-
na’s emotional responses towards traumatic memory, 
it could modify the valence of her traumatic memory 
and possibly relieve to some extent the symptoms of 
PTSD [87–90]. Such an intervention may even allow 
Tarana to unlearn her defensive responses because 
her emotional experience (and possibly physiologi-
cal reactions) in response to cues associated with 
the traumatic event would be diminished [87–89, 
91]. After this kind of intervention Tarana would, 
however, most likely retain conscious memory of 
the trauma along with the vivid details of this event 
(episodic memory) [29]. This assumption is addi-
tionally supported by evidence13 provided by Brunet 
that PTSD patients undergoing propranolol memory 
modifications targeting emotional component of a 
trauma memory remembered their traumatic experi-
ence appropriately even when they had to recreate 
their trauma script from scratch (cited in [2]).

13 Although this effect was observed during the experiment, it 
was not systematically studied.

10 Tarana Burke is the real name of the person who started 
the #MeToo movement. Although the above story is fictional, 
it was inspired by her life. The intention of choosing Tarana’s 
story as an inspiration to these considerations about ethical 
ramifications of MMTs is to be able to put them in the context 
of real-life choices of the person involved in actions with sig-
nificant ethical weight for a large number of people.
11 Tarana Burke Biography  (Accessed: 2021, December 19): 
https:// www. biogr aphy. com/ activ ist/ tarana- burke
12 One reason that it may be the case can be due to the side-
effect of the cognitive adaptation according to which strongly 
aversive experiences are categorized as of greater significance. 
Since detecting and responding to threats is necessary for sur-
vival, excessively negative experiences constitute especially 
strong memory traces, i.e., they are remembered better than 
neutral experiences and are reactivated in a wider collection of 
situational contexts, thereby undergoing through the process of 
reconsolidation more often. For this reason, these memories 
strongly influence how one perceives and forms associations 
with environmental stimuli and, ultimately, how one’s deci-
sions are guided [82].

https://www.biography.com/activist/tarana-burke
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On the other hand, if Tarana decides to undergo 
the intervention of selective erasure or deactivation14 
of the episodic memories of her traumatic experi-
ences (e.g., with the use of optogenetic-like technol-
ogy), such a memory-modifying procedure may prove 
unsuccessful in infringing the emotional component 
of these memories, as the emotionality of the mem-
ory seems to be consolidated in an independent non-
declarative memory system in the form of associative 
memory with different neuronal underpinnings [92]. 
Thus, although Tarana could not consciously recol-
lect her trauma as she previously did, she may remain 
with dormant disposition to experience emotional 
horror when the adequate cue is present. Finally, by 
erasing her episodic memories of trauma, Tarana may 
experience epistemic inaccessibility to the informa-
tional dimension of her self-defining memories.

Let me now identify potential implications of 
memory modifications for one’s narrative identity. 
Assuming Tarana loses emotional component of her 
traumatic memories as a result of memory-modifying 
intervention—despite her knowledge of what was 
done to her—she could lose the ability to feel like a 
victim again. Consequently, she could not be able to 
self-identify with the story that have had at its center 
the idea that she experienced a trauma as she may feel 
that her identity is somehow “fake,” since she could 
no longer relate to the crucial themes that built up her 
story on the emotional level. By contrast, by being 
deprived of the informational dimension of her self-
defining memories due to erasure of episodic memo-
ries of trauma, Tarana may be left unable to properly 
articulate the autobiographical narrative that she had 
led throughout her life as she would lack the crucial 
information for constructing such a narrative—it’s 
touchstone.

It could be argued, however, that this epistemic 
incompetence would not be a problem as long as 
Tarana would be able to learn of what was done to 
her through interaction with others as this would 
allow her to know her past. Furthermore, one could 
argue that when acquiring this information, she 
could relate to this truth on the emotional level—
since the emotionality of her trauma would not be 
arguably infringed by the intervention—and thereby 

reconstruct her life story. On the other hand, recon-
necting the emotional residues of Tarana’s trauma to 
her life story might prove difficult, especially since 
others will hardly ever be able to give a full, exten-
sive account of what occurred and how the individ-
ual experienced the situation.15 Moreover, since the 
removed memories were episodic, even if it were 
possible for Tarana to acquire the truth about her past 
from a comprehensive account of what happened, she 
would presumably still lack at least some important 
dimensions of the episodic memory such as quasi-
experientiality (that the memory includes spatiotem-
poral structure, perspectivity, and modality-specific 
sensory information) and autonoetic consciousness 
(that the event information is meta-represented as 
having been obtained firsthand) [93], which accom-
panied her dwelling on the events of mistreatment. 
Therefore, even if the information about her traumatic 
past were disclosed to her by third parties—which 
itself is controversial from an ethical perspective as 
Tarana underwent memory-modifying interventions 
precisely in order to forget about it—she could still 
be deprived of the ability to believe that she, herself, 
experienced the trauma, as the important features of 
the phenomenology usually accompanying memo-
ries that inform the person about encountering events 
first-handedly would be inaccessible to her. Thus, 
similar to the modification of the emotionality of the 
memory, memory erasure can lead to the inability to 
self-identity with the life story that has been in force 
so far.

The first thing to notice in this context is that the 
sole fact that Tarana may feel or hold beliefs at odds 
with the story that had been prevailing in her auto-
biographical narrative prior to memory modification 
is not problematic by the lights of Baylis’ approach. 
This is because Baylis endorses the idea that main-
taining personal identity is a dynamic process—self-
narratives can change and it is expected that the per-
son experiences interludes of self–disruption. More 
important is how the person responds when her oper-
ative autobiographical story starts to get problematic.

One way Tarana could respond to the narrative dis-
ruption she experiences as a result of memory modifi-
cation intervention is to keep the foregoing narrative. 
In the case of the valence modification, the episodic 
as well as semantic memory of the experienced 14 Deactivation, meaning that she can no longer retrieve them, 

although they may be recoverable through repeated interven-
tion as, e.g., optogenetics effects may be, in principle, reversed. 15 Many thanks to the reviewer for suggesting this argument.
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trauma would remain intact; thus, maintaining the 
previous narrative appears as an option in such a situ-
ation since Tarana would have all the necessary infor-
mation to do so. However, given that the success of 
Tarana’s therapy relies on her losing the accessibility 
to the emotional dimension of traumatic memories 
that were defining to her self-understanding, although 
she may be able to articulate her previous story, she 
may be unable to emotionally relate to her narrative 
in the aftermath of the intervention. Thus, it is plau-
sible that she would decide to give up the past narra-
tive. Similarly, in the case of the erasure of traumatic 
memories, as a result of not being able to believe or 
even articulate her previous life narrative due to insuf-
ficient information, Tarana may not be able to lead 
her previous autobiographical story. It is also worth 
emphasizing that if there were the possibility of a 
combined intervention that would both remove the 
informational content and the emotional residues of 
the memory, abandoning the former narrative identity 
would be even more likely in this case.

Thus, stripped of the previous narrative, Tarana 
would face the dilemma of a person without a life 
story. So what could she do? Given that making 
sense of memories and experiences in narrative terms 
seems to be a fundamental human need, she would 
arguably construct a novel autobiographical narra-
tive. But what narrative can the person create whose 
life so far has revolved around a memory that is no 
longer there? She could, for example, adopt narra-
tive identity that is consistent with one of the preva-
lent ideologies of “good life” of our times, such as 
that promoted by late capitalism (Lindemann’s “the 
given”). As a result, Tarana could be prompt to give 
up the work in the underprivileged communities in 
order to follow a more profitable career. Now she uses 
legal skills she acquired during her education and a 
career as an activist to work for corporations by help-
ing them to escape to tax havens (financially viable 
profession). From now on Tarana perceives herself 
as a corporate lawyer and tell a story about herself 
in which she has a profit-oriented ideas on how to 
best live one’s life. This may seem as a quite radical 
change for Tarana. One may argue that motivational 
foundation of Tarana’s activism was rather shallow if 
such serious change were possible—one could expect 
that Tarana’s sense of justice, empathy for other vic-
tims, or some other robust motive to the cause of 

ending sexual violence against women should move 
her towards her altruistic pursuits, and not just her 
personal memories. However, taking into account 
that the most passionate and persistent people who 
fight for social change are those who themselves have 
experienced persecution, discrimination, etc., it may 
just be a psychological fact that a strong first-personal 
emotional experiences move persons to actions and 
long-term commitment to the cause.16 Moreover, as 
mentioned above, such emotional (often traumatic) 
memories—the very memories that were targeted 
during the procedures—are often at the very heart 
of one’s identity. Therefore, a global narrative shift 
seems likely as a result of modulating such memories.

The above interpretation of Tarana’s case is an 
attempt to map the potential consequences of mem-
ory modifications by showing that they can affect 
various stages of identity formation identified by Bay-
lis (i.e., “self”-perception, “self”-projection, “other”-
perception, “other”-reaction). However, as mentioned 
above, establishing this does not prove that MMTs 
are ethically problematic. According to the Baylis’ 
model, only identity-related changes that affect a 
person’s autonomy are relevant to the ethical evalu-
ation of such interventions. Thus, I will now discuss 
how memory modification can influence personal 
autonomy.

MMTs as a Means of Increasing Autonomy

Tarana’s case shows that memory modification can, 
in some significant ways, positively affect global 
autonomy, namely, strengthen it. Memory-modifying 
interventions served Tarana as means to overcome 
her feeling (or belief) of being constrained by trau-
matic experiences that unwillingly fixed her ideas 
about who she is and who she can be.17 Exercising 
autonomy in terms proposed by Baylis presupposes 

16 See Lavazza [94] for an in-depth discussion of this issue in 
the context of the ethics of memory modification.
17 Obviously, as discussed above, the fact that some memo-
ries continue to have such an effect on Tarana may not only 
be due to internal factors of her psychological constitution, but 
also to external factors—“the given,” i.e., that they may not be 
adequate and commonly accepted narrative templates in our 
culture for victims of sexual violence that would help them to 
work through their traumas.
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that a person has the ability to critically reflect on 
self-narrative she internalized, as well as reject it.18 
In the case of Tarana, due to intrusive memories, she 
did not possess the latter of these crucial capacities 
before memory modification. She had not been able 
to reject internalized self-narrative. This interpreta-
tion is likely since Tarana suffered from PTSD, which 
is often categorized as a paradigmatic example of 
hijacking narrative identity [95, 96]. In extreme cases, 
individuals with PTSD can act and feel as if they are 
trapped in the traumatic situation [2].19 By easing or 
erasing memories MMTs could help a person over-
come their maladaptive narrative scripts that kept 
them from letting things go and more autonomously 
authoring their lives in a manner that they find more 
consistent with their broader interests, goals and 
values.

As discussed in the previous section, Tarana 
underwent an MMT intervention to be able to con-
tinue helping others. Imagine that this scenario was a 
bit different, namely that Tarana’s motivation to mod-
ify her memory was due to more egoistic rather than 
altruistic impulses. Despite all her work as an activ-
ist, Tarana could feel that she was in that role only 
because of the paralyzing memories that allowed her 
to do nothing else, but built an entire identity around 
this theme. Soothing impact of these memories were 
to allow her to change this oppressive, internalized 
self-understanding. And indeed, memory modifica-
tion could help Tarana to achieve this goal by chang-
ing her “self”-perception and provide capacities for a 
novel “self”-projection. Devoid of traumatic memo-
ries, she may stop perceiving herself as a victim and 
feel limited from following a radically different life-
path such as becoming a corporate lawyer.

This notion can be further specified with Frank-
furt’s hierarchical model of desires and volitions 
[97, 98]. According to Frankfurt’s account, auton-
omy requires that a person is capable to reflect and 
approve (or disapprove) her first–order desires in the 

light of her second–order desires and to form voli-
tions—and consequently actions—on the basis of 
endorsed desires. Although Tarana was able to reflect 
critically on her first–order desires that were related 
to her identity as a social activist (e.g., helping other 
victims, fighting with perpetrators etc.), she was not 
able to act in line with her second–order desires, 
i.e., following a different life-path. This is because 
her lower desires subdued the implementation of her 
self-creation projects, as she was constantly exposed 
to the unwanted evocation of traumatic memories in 
her daily life. Although this was at the expense of her 
own global autonomy, she could not help but engage 
in helping other victims. Maslen et al. [99] discuss a 
strategy that could help with this kind of issues related 
to autonomy in the context of deep brain stimulation 
(DBS) therapy for anorexia nervosa. They propose 
that DBS can serve as a means to reduce symptoms of 
anorexia by “promoting comparative cognitive con-
trol.” Comparative cognitive control in anorexia can 
be enhanced with DBS either by reducing the com-
pulsive need to diet, or by increasing top–down con-
trol over compulsion to avoid eating. In the case of 
memory modification, the former kind of these strat-
egies seems applicable. By targeting the source of 
Tarana’s first-order desires, i.e., her traumatic memo-
ries, memory modification can reduce (or even elimi-
nate) the urge to yield to the desires that arise from 
such memories, and, as a result, the need of building 
the self-narrative around them. In this way, memory 
modification could help Tarana to regain control over 
forming volitions and acting in accordance with her 
higher–order desires. Consequently, a memory modi-
fication intervention could enable her to construct a 
novel self-understanding, which would enhance her 
autonomy in shaping her identity.

MMTs and Autonomy Concern: Social Aspects

However, there will arguably be a tension between 
Tarana’s preferred self-narrative and the performed 
self-narrative, that is, the story of who she can be 
“given the ways in which her life is constrained by 
self and others” [64, pp. 119]. It is because, it is most 
likely that the uptake of her community (“other”-reac-
tion) will be almost unambiguously negative since 
values and life-project (being a corporate lawyer) 
around which Tarana is building her life and narrative 

19 As the reviewer rightly pointed out: Since the narrative 
encompasses not just what happened in a person life but also 
the interpretation, meaning and relevance of those events for 
the person, there seems to be a room to reject the narrative 
on those levels. While in normal circumstances a person may 
be able to reject the interpretation and self-defining power of 
the event, in the case of traumatic memories, especially those 
underlying PTSD, the person may not possess this capacity.

18 This is the subjectivist component of Baylis account.
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after memory modification stand in stark opposition 
to those that built her previous identity (a social activ-
ist). This claim is supported by the X-Phi results. As 
Dranseika [64, 100] neatly puts it:

Empirical research on folk reasoning about 
authenticity finds again and again that moral prop-
erties are at the very core of people’s judgments of 
who the person is “deep down inside” and whether 
they are “still the same person” after undergoing 
some transformation. Interestingly, depending on 
what moral beliefs the person issuing a judgment 
holds, the same scenario (e.g. a religious person 
becoming an atheist, unpatriotic person becom-
ing patriotic) can be perceived as either a situation 
in which the true self is expressed or suppressed. 
Furthermore, when a change of moral character 
occurs, the direction of change is crucial: in cases 
of transformations involving moral improvement, 
study participants are more inclined to judge the 
post transformation individual to be still the same 
person compared to cases involving moral deterio-
ration.

Tarana’s case is representative of all these features: 
her transformation includes moral properties, her com-
munity holds moral beliefs that are in opposition to 
moral beliefs she acquires as a result of memory mod-
ification, and the direction of change involves moral 
deterioration (at least, in the eye of the beholder—her 
community). Moreover, taking into account the above 
considerations that the approval of others is granted on 
the basis of judgments about such characteristics of 
self-narrative as, e.g., coherence, unity, consistency, 
and credibility, makes a positive reception of Tarana’s 
self-understanding even less likely as the extent and 
abruptness of change in Tarana’s post-interventional 
life story largely questions these features.

Moreover, it matters whether Tarana would be 
able to motivate appropriate uptake of the self-nar-
rative that she values after memory modification in 
any community. The problem with the abandonment 
of one’s community and entering the new one is, for 
example, that in most communities a long-term bond 
and shared years of experience are crucial for the full 
acceptance of the member. For this reason, chang-
ing the community to which one belongs is difficult, 
stressful, and not always possible, therefore many 
concessions can be expected from individuals, i.e., 

sacrificing a certain degree of autonomy in shaping 
their identity just to stay in-group.

It seems that the notion of ‘community’ as used 
by Bailys and in the above considerations implies 
a certain degree of unity and similarity among its 
members. In the case of Tarana, it appears plausi-
ble that some members of her community would 
tolerate or endorse her new narrative or that she 
would include some people into her community that 
would.20 Accordingly, the account of Baylis should be 
expanded to include a definition of what and who is 
(part of) the community with which to find the equi-
librium. I suggest that people with whom individuals 
(should) care to find the equilibrium are significant 
others, i.e., others who are considered to have special 
authority, within a particular group or context, with 
regard to co-creating their identity. This authority 
consists in the power to legitimately endorse or chal-
lenge (i.e., dismiss, resist, contest) (parts of) one’s 
self-narrative. According to Westlund [101], one of 
the necessary conditions for legitimate challenge is 
its relational situatedness: a legitimate challenge must 
be situated in sense-giving relationship: “some sense-
giving relationships are broad: one is a member of 
the moral community, citizen of the nation, inhabit-
ant of a community. Others are more narrow: one is 
a mother, husband, neighbor, or club member. But at 
very least, it must be clear why it matters to my critic 
why I think and act the way I do, and it must matter to 
her in a way that she can reasonably expect to matter 
to me.” To illustrate these theoretical considerations 
with an example: it is doubtful that colleagues are in a 
position to legitimately challenge (i.e., dismiss, resist, 
contest) one’s narrative about being a good daughter, 
and vice versa, during a family dinner, the parental 
praise (i.e., active endorsement) of a child’s scientific 
achievements will not add to the narrative that the 
child is a great philosopher who surely deserves an 
award from the philosophy faculty (unless, perhaps, 
the parents are deans of the faculty).

One may argue that the advent of social media 
has complicated this picture as, e.g., what used to be 
the most private and intimate is now often the sub-
ject of fierce public and political debate. This issue 

20 Thanks to the reviewer for this insight.
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is particularly evident in the case of a public figure 
like Tarana, where many people (even strangers) 
could arguably reject and challenge or embrace her 
self-narrative.21 One of the important questions that 
arises in this context is whether achieving equilibrium 
on social media is sufficient for establishing identity-
constituting narrative. It seems that Baylis’ account 
leaves this possibility open, which may be a posi-
tive result in view of the fact that social media iden-
tity discussions are often emotional, suggesting that 
people care about them. My suggestion on this topic 
is that in fact it is an open matter which will depend 
on whether significant others participate in such a 
discussion.

The above considerations suggest that although our 
identity may appear more and more globalized with 
the age of social media, intimate, sense-giving rela-
tionships are still essential for constituting identity. 
If we look at how people establish and maintain such 
relationships, these processes are governed by cer-
tain psychological regularities, and narratives about 
past are in its heart. Imagine a person with whom 
you have a great time, but whose life you know noth-
ing about—hardly anyone would call such a person 
a partner or friend. People usually call a partner or 
friend the person in whose life they participate, so the 
partner or friend’s life story unfolds before their eyes, 
or at least they need to hear stories or relevant parts of 
stories they do not know to call the person a partner 
or friend. So it can be said that the narratives of our 
past experiences are what binds love and friendship. 
Taking this into account, the closer we get to some-
one, the more destructive memory modification can 
be for our relationship. This, on the other hand, may 
have consequences not only for a person’s happiness 
but also for her autonomy. A person with fewer sense-
giving relationships—whether they are broad, but this 
is especially true of the narrow ones, i.e., a partner 
or friends—has less support and a weaker social posi-
tion,22 which reduce her autonomy in shaping her life 
and identity.

MMTs and Autonomy Concern: Internal 
and External Autonomy

The above considerations suggest that there are at 
least two important senses of exercising autonomy 
that one should distinguish when considering the eth-
ics of memory modification: that a person has suffi-
cient reflective capacities and emotional predisposi-
tions to create and sustain preferred self-narrative 
and negotiate a story that is to be incorporated into 
her performed self-narrative (internal identity-related 
autonomy), and that a person lives in sufficiently open 
society (not necessarily only communities) to be able 
to carry out her preferred self-narrative in a way that 
does not enforce her to live within the confines of 
other’s ideas (external identity-related autonomy). 
What is relevant, substantive relational accounts of 
autonomy, such as Baylis’ approach, have no problem 
incorporating such a dual-basis framework. Accounts 
of this sort “agree that portraits of personal autonomy 
must include reference to the structure of the agent’s 
psychology, the agent’s competencies, and the nature 
and origin of the psychological states of the agent” 
as well as “mandates that certain substantive social 
arrangements and social roles be present, and rela-
tions of subordination and subservience, and eco-
nomic or psychological insecurity, must be absent” 
[81].

Although by modifying her memory Tarana may 
be able to gain emotional or cognitive predisposi-
tions allowing her to free herself from one kind of 
oppression, i.e., internal oppression that her memo-
ries exerted on her, she may not be able to free herself 
from oppression (or, to put it mildly, social pressure) 
that comes from the society. In other words, although 
memory modification may influence the agent’s men-
tal life in a way that makes a person more autono-
mous, i.e., strengthen her internal autonomy, it can-
not change others to be more accepting, i.e., enhance 
external autonomy. By the lights of Baylis’ account 
this is, however, important consideration, since in 
order to be able to achieve equilibrium, one’s project 
of self-creation must be endorsed by others. In other 
words, “internal emigration” in search of freedom is 
not enough as it does not allow to effectively consti-
tute one’s identity. This fundamental interdependence 
regarding self-constitution shows that social factors 
can often be decisive in assessing whether memory-
modifying procedure is ethically desirable.

22 DeScioli and Kurzban [102] argue that friendship evolved 
precisely to receive support in potential conflicts.

21 Many thanks to the reviewer for the suggestion to clarify 
the concept of ‘community’ and this observation about Tarana, 
which prompted me to extend Baylis’ account.
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In this context, it is worth noting that, on the face 
value, a person with increased internal autonomy 
should be in a better position to exercise their exter-
nal autonomy. As Baylis notes, identity formation is 
an iterative and cyclical process in which a person 
unsatisfied with the uptake of her self-narrative can 
take proactive measures. Since Tarana’s projected 
self-narrative may be more or less well-read depend-
ing on, e.g., the access of third parties to interpreta-
tive facts about Tarana, she may try to project her 
preferred self-narrative in a way that shows that her 
narrative change is a coherent part of an ongoing life 
story, and memory modification was only a tool that 
allowed her for the projection of this narrative.

However, taking into account that third-parties 
build a picture of a person basing only on certain 
manifestations or aspects of one’s self (behavior, per-
formed narrative etc.), a lot is hidden from them—
people usually know much more about their own 
mental states (e.g., desires, memories, traumas, future 
plans, dreams) than about mental states of others. 
Thus, since others base their image (“other”-percep-
tion) of a person only on “observational facts”—the 
ones that were revealed in the behavior of a person 
over the course of years—they may have a tendency 
to be more conservative regarding the endorsement of 
other’s self-constitutive projects, which depict radi-
cally different picture of that person (especially when 
this change includes features emphasized by Dran-
seika [100], or is in tension with such indicators as 
“unity,” “reality,” “credibility,” etc.). Therefore, tak-
ing into account that memory modification interven-
tions may often concern self-defining memories, that 
is, memories largely responsible for the shape of a 
person’s life—as in the case of Tarana—sudden nar-
rative and behavioral changes that can be the result 
of such procedures may be hard to explain to signifi-
cant others. For this reason, a person after memory-
modifying procedure who experienced radical trans-
formation may encounter a lot of resistance from her 
community to endorse her novel life-story (“other”-
reaction). To put it briefly, improbable testimonies on 
behalf of self-understanding must be especially good 
if they are to be accepted. But can a person, after 
memory modification, hope to achieve this—that is, 
present a compelling story of her life?

It seems problematic because a person after 
memory modification may lose a significant part of 
self-knowledge, and as a result knows less about her 

self-defining memories and previous life-story than 
significant others. The story of Tarana, who, in an 
attempt to make her story more convincing for third 
parties, depicts herself as “a person who fights with 
the demons of the past and at the moment she feels 
she may lose this battle, she decides for the treat-
ment that gives her best chances to let the foretime 
go” could be regarded as particularly convincing tes-
timony as it emphasize coherence, unity, consistency 
of Tarana’s life-story and, at the same time, expose 
potential interpretative mistakes on the third-parties 
end. However, the very skill to project such self-
understanding relies on Tarana being able (or willing) 
to build her narrative based on the very memories 
that were erased (or modified) during the procedure. 
It seems that in the case of valence modification, 
Tarana may be able to present such a story. However, 
taking into account that she probably would not iden-
tify with it, her motivation to do so is questionable. In 
the event that the memories are erased, she may not 
be able to articulate such a testimony at all.

Moreover, when it comes to “other”-reaction, there 
is a difference for third-parties between accepting 
that Tarana no longer wants to build her identity in 
relation to the negative experiences that have hap-
pened to her and a positive uptake (e.g., endorsing, 
supporting) of her new identity (a corporate lawyer) 
that goes against their values. In the case of Tarana, 
the most likely solution on behalf of significant oth-
ers would be to invite her to revise her projected 
self-narrative. After all, they “owe” her great debt of 
gratitude and it is unlikely that they would immedi-
ately want to banish her from the community (thereby 
Tarana would arguably be in a more privileged posi-
tion in this respect than an average person). However, 
as mentioned above, as a result of memory modifica-
tion Tarana may either lose the emotional component 
that determines the very motivation to engage in the 
identity game with the people who were significant 
others in her life (she may want to find more suita-
ble community), or she may lose the tools that would 
allow her to effectively participate in it. If added to 
this that third-parties in such a situation has the infor-
mational advantage over Tarana in terms of know-
ing her previous self-defining memories (traumas), 
and that they may have a vested interest in keeping 
her in the community in her previous role (as she is 
the community founding member), by dismissing, 
resisting, or actively contesting her novel narrative 
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Tarana’s social surroundings could have a dispropor-
tionate large influence on the shape and the content 
of self-narrative she perceives as possible to perform. 
In other words, memories can be seen as the currency 
that enables individuals to be both autonomous and 
successful in the identity game. By depriving them-
selves of this currency by a memory modification 
intervention, individuals run the risk of being in a 
worse epistemic and negotiating position. It is easier 
to influence and rule someone who does not have a 
complete picture of one’s life. Taking this into con-
sideration, it seems doubtful to assume that memory 
modulation would enhance one’s external autonomy.

I am far from saying that the question of the open-
ness of significant others or, more broadly, the society 
in which one lives determines the ethical evaluation 
of a given memory-modifying intervention. However, 
what Baylis’ account suggests is that the possibility of 
autonomous self-constitution greatly depends on this 
social factor. Therefore, it must be taken into account 
that greater inner freedom (internal autonomy) does 
not have to translate into greater overall autonomy. 
By contrast, with greater inner freedom can, in some 
circumstances, come greater oppression from the out-
side—e.g., when the projected narrative of a person 
after a memory-modifying intervention is in opposi-
tion to the values that that person professed before 
the intervention and that are still hold by the signifi-
cant others. Thus, we should identify and inform the 
patients about the dangers of memory-modifying 
interventions, such as the possibility of experienc-
ing social pressure, stigmatization or even oppres-
sion, which can sometimes make it impossible for the 
patient to shape and achieve the desired identity.

Conclusions

This article has examined the question of whether and 
how memory modifications, which may soon become 
reality due to the memory-modifying prospects prom-
ised by the development of MMTs, may threaten per-
sonal identity and autonomy. Both modification of the 
valence and memory deactivation have been shown to 
have the potential to affect each stage of the identity 
formation cycle (“self”-perception, “self”-projection, 
“other”-perception and “other”-reaction). Each of 
these stages can be influenced by the memory modi-
fications to such an extent that such interventions can 

hinder a person’s efforts to autonomously structure 
and constitute her identity. I distinguished between 
internal and external forms of identity-related auton-
omy and oppression, and argued that while memory 
modification may, in certain contexts, be helpful 
in combating internal oppression, i.e., constraints 
exerted on the person’s psychology by her (traumatic) 
memories, it can often have negative consequences 
for external autonomy—modifying a person’s mem-
ory will not change the social context in which she 
lives, and others reception is crucial in any relational 
model of personal identity.

This article provides the tools to identify the chal-
lenges and risks for when the person returns to the 
community after memory-modifying interventions; 
it shows what social circumstances may particularly 
threaten the autonomy in shaping and maintaining 
personal identity. Taking into account that social 
groups (e.g., families, friends, workplace, academia) 
constitute their very existence around given values, 
goals, taboos, etc., they necessarily limit acceptable 
self-narratives of their members. It means that a per-
son whose memories were erased or modified and 
whose self-understanding radically changed may not 
be able to obtain minimal uptake by significant oth-
ers and find equilibrium in a given community. This 
can lead an individual to “find herself forced to live 
within the confines of another’s ideas about what 
makes for an appropriate self-narrative” [64, pp. 124], 
or abandon her social group, which can also limit a 
person’s overall autonomy. Since “one’s position in 
society, in turn, affects who one can be” [64, pp. 124], 
by leaving one’s community, a person condemns 
herself to be a newbie in a new social surroundings, 
which can limit her negotiating position and the pros-
pect of achieving satisfactory equilibrium.

Moreover, even in the case when a person declares, 
prior to undergoing memory-modifying intervention, 
that she prefers to be free from internal oppression 
of memories than to stay in a given group, the wider 
social context still matters, that is, it matters whether 
there are significant others within her groups or other 
groups valuable from the person’s perspective that 
will accept her new identity, disregarding her past. 
Although in a liberal society there is an extensive 
market of social groups from which one can choose, 
relevant factors that made the members of the group 
strengthen the bond may be unavailable to the newbie 
(e.g., shared experience, duration of the relationship, 
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trust). Moreover, some groups (e.g., family, friends) 
and significant others (e.g., mother, partner) may not 
be replaceable (psychologically and otherwise).

Memory modifications run the risk that a person 
will not be able to achieve the equilibrium, and thus 
meet one of the most fundamental human needs—
the autonomous construction and maintenance of 
personal identity. However, if we take moral princi-
ples of political liberalism seriously, this is not suf-
ficient to justify forbidding citizens from undergo-
ing memory modifications. If such interventions are 
possible, the right to control one’s own mental life, 
and thus the decision to undergo medical interven-
tion that interferes with one’s own memory, should 
be in the hands of the patient. In other words, when 
making decisions about memory modification, the 
patient’s local autonomy overrides potential concerns 
about ramifications for her global autonomy. This 
assessment could change if such interventions would 
significantly increase the risk of harm to others [1]. 
However, this article does not discuss the type and 
degree of harm to others that would be sufficient to 
prevent persons from using MMTs. This considera-
tion leads to the question of whether: “does it fol-
low, from the fact that memory erasure will usually 
be permissible, that moral assessment of it is point-
less?” As Levy [16] reminds us: “no: we assess things 
from the moral point of view for many reasons, not 
just to see whether they should be banned. There are, 
after all, actions intermediate between forbidding and 
ignoring: we can advise, exhort, praise and disap-
prove; with regard to the behaviour of others and of 
ourselves.”

To conclude, although the state should not be 
entitled to prohibit the use of MMTs—especially in 
a therapeutic context,23 that is, in light of the fact 
that the identity of the potential patient likely to be 
affected by the intervention is not healthy (or even 
functional) in such a context—the potential patient 
should be thoroughly informed of the dangers of 
such interventions, because the changes she needs 
to be prepared for are extensive. As discussed in this 
paper, these changes may include the resignation 
from relationships that have been crucial for a person 
and the need to restructure one’s life and identity. If 
these considerations can teach us any lessons for the 

future, it is that if MMTs develop enough to be used 
in therapy, ethical and psychiatric committees should 
be established to serve as bodies examining both the 
psychological needs of patients and the social con-
texts in which they live and advise them if memory 
modification may be beneficial in light of their inevi-
table interaction. In the meantime, it is important to 
continue a discussion on whether the potential thera-
peutic gains from memory modification outweigh 
the potential ethical perils. The answer to this ques-
tion will be pivotal in the context of the debate that 
will most likely take place in the near future about 
whether the development of this type of therapies 
should be supported by the state.
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