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This paper conceives the distinction between human and animal identity in terms (drawn from theological
anthropology) of distinctively human “ habitation of a world.”” It develops models for this using Polanyi’ s account
of the figure-ground polarity of acts of knowing in general. It identifies three distinct forms taken by this polarity,
each offering its own model for human identity in its engagement with the world. Two of these models prove fatally
one-sided. The third discloses the character of human identity in its relatedness and openness, its continuity and
discontinuity with animal identity. This characterisation of human identity resonates with ideas found in Christian
theological anthropology.

Michael Polanyi’ swork is more than atheory of knowledge. It can be read as challenging the assumptions
of epistemology itself asweknow it. It throwsnew light asmuch onthe‘‘knower’’ and the*‘known’’ ason the act of
knowing. That is, it addresses the fundamental questions of human identity and of ontology. In this paper, | shall use
Polanyi’ sideasto pursuetheformer of these questions: What isahuman being?What isdistinctive about human life?

Human and Animal Identity

Oneway of pursuingthequestion‘‘whatisahumanbeing?’ istobeginfromthefact that humanlifeisemergent
fromanimal life, and then ask how human beingsaredistinct from animals. Thisistheapproach | follow inthispaper.

How are human beings distinct from animals? We might answer: unlike animals, as human beingswe can
abstract from our situation, visualising what is absent; we can reason; we possess language; we are self-aware
(humankindis**evolution aware of itself’"); we are capabl e of intentional action; we possess freewill asanimalsdo
not. A recent author has pointed out that human beings are distinct from animalsin being both consi stent-handed and
predominantly right-sided; humansarethe**lop-sided’’ animal!

All of these answers provide val uableinsight--even the last-mentioned, given theimportance of theleft and
right-hand sides of the human brain! But the diversity of these answersleavesusfood for thought. I sthe human being
adequately described asan animal possessing aset of capacitiesnot shared by other animal s? Or doesthis description
miss the distinctiveness of the human being? Should we rather say that the human being represents an integration as
distinct fromanimal lifeasan animal isitself distinct, asan integration, from the biochemical structuresof whichitis
made up? In this case the above descriptions are inadequate as a definition of the human being unless recognised as
derivative upon this higher integration.

Despiteall that weknow today of what iscommonto human and animal life, for my part | find myself still won
tothat most extremeassertion of humandisinctiveness--that unlikeanimal s, ashumanbeingsweare'  madeintheimage
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of God.”” Regardingwhat thismight mean, thepresent paper containsonly hints. But for meitisthehorizonwithinwhich
| am confronted most forcefully withtheparadox of botharadical continuity andaradical discontinuity betweenhuman
and animal identity. It isthis paradox which gives structure to the present paper.

It is in proposals which hover between psychology and theological anthropology that | find a way of
approaching and describing this radical continuity and discontinuity. This approach defines human beings as
“‘inhabiting aworld'’ in away that animals do not. | believe this approach incorporates the insights of the other
approaches listed above, although | shall not attempt explicitly to demonstrate this now.

Martin Buber isamong those who distinguish human beingsfrom animalsin theseterms. Animals, he says,
for their part do not *‘inhabit aworld,”’ but haveonly a*‘‘realm of life’":

Ananimal’ sorganismgathers, continuously or continually, theelementswhich meet thenecessities
and wants of itslife, in order to construct from them the circle of its existence. Wherever swallows
or tunny wander, their bodily being carries out this selection from ‘‘nature,”” which as such is
completely unknowntothem, and onwhichthey inturn havean effect, again ason somethingwhich
they neither know or canknow. Ananimal’s*‘imageof theworld'’ isnothing morethanthedynamic
of thepresencesbound upwith oneanother by bodily memory totheextent required by thefunctions
of lifewhich areto be carried out. Thisimage dependson, it clingsto, the animal’ s activities.

Itisonly manwhoreplacesthisunsteady conglomeration, whoseconstitutionissuitedtothelifetime
of theindividual organism, by aunity which canbeimagined or thought by himasexistingforitself...
With him, with hishuman life, aworld exists. The meeting of natural being with theliving creature
produces those more or less changing masses of usable sense data which constitute the animal’s
realm of life. But only from the meeting of natural being with man doesthe new and enduring arise,
that which comprehendsandinfinitely transcendstherealm. Ananimal intherealmof itsperceptions
islikeafruitinitsskin; manis, or can be, intheworld asadweller in an enormous building which
isalwaysbeing added to, and towhoselimitshe can never penetrate, but which he can nevertheless
know as one does know a housein which onelives--for heis capable of grasping the wholeness of
the building as such. Man is like this because he is the creature through whose being ‘‘what is'’
becomes detached from him, and recognised for itself.?

For Buber, *‘ habitationof aworld’’ comesabout through atwofold humanaction: first*‘ theprimal settingat adistance’’ -
-that i, differentiation of theworldasan*‘ independent opposite’’ to the human subject--then*‘ enteringintorelation’’
with thisworld. These two movements interact, react and cooperate in an ongoing way.

Wefind another description of human** habitation of aworld’’ offered by the Christian theologian Wolfhart
Pannenberg. Herel atesit to auni que opennessor freedomwhi ch characteriseshuman beings. Hespeaksof the*‘ unique
freedom of man to move beyond every given regulation of his existence’’ which constitutes his ‘‘ openness to the
world.”” Thisleads on the one hand to the emergence, for humankind, of a‘‘world’’ as such: ** One can say that man
hasaworld, whileeach speciesof animal islimited to an environment that isfixed by heredity and that istypical of the
species.”” On the other hand, “this cannot involve only opennessto ‘the world’. Rather, openness to the world must
meanthat maniscompletely directedintothe’ open’ ... beyondtheworld...beyond every possiblepictureof theworld....
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Such openness beyond the world is even the condition for man’s experience of the world...." 2

What isit that drives human beings into the open in this way? Something different, says Pannnberg, from
“*the compul sion associated with animal instinct. The compulsiveinstinct in animals goesinto action only when the
triggering object is present. In contrast, the pressure of human drives is directed towards something undefined... it
drives man into the open, apparently without agoa.’” 3

The notion of human beings as essentially directed towards something undefined or indeterminate appears
elsewhere in theological anthropology, for examplein Bernard Lonergan®. Importantly, it isalso crucial to Michael
Polanyi’ saccount of personal actsof researchanddiscovery. L et usturnnow to Polanyi for hel pinclarifyingthenature
of human ‘* habitation of aworld."”’

As we do so, let us pursue three questions. Firstly, can we develop this approach to human beings as
“‘inhabiting aworld,”” in a way which does sufficient justice to the continuities between human and animal life?
Secondly, can we develop it in away which adequately distinguishes human from animal lifewithout slipping intoa
false dualism of human subject and non-human world? And thirdly, can we maintain the dialogue with theol ogical
anthropol ogy which linksthedistinctively human to our potentiality for loving, responsible, creativerelationshipsas
persons‘‘ madein theimage of God'' ?

Polanyi and Polarity

Readerswill probably be familiar with that picture which can be seen either asawhite vase against a black
background, or astwofacessilhouettedin profil eagai nst awhitebackground. Devised by Edgar Rubin, it demonstrates
how weorganiseour perceptual fieldinto that which standsout (which Rubincalled*‘figure’ ') and that against which
itstandsout (whichhecalled*‘ ground’); andit showsthat thisorganisationisdetermined, at east in part, by ourselves
and what we bring to the situation rather than by what liesimmediately before us.

Michael Polanyi writesof Rubin’ spicture:

Thisexperience showsthat when an areaisseen asafigure, it acquiressignificance and solidarity,

whichitinstantly loseswhenit ismadeto function as background --while at the sametimethearea
which amoment ago was mere background now becomes a significant and substantial figure. We
may generalisethisby saying that the figur e is something distinctive seen against abackground
thatisindeter minate...5 (boldtypemine).

Having discussed other examples of figure-ground organisation, Polanyi remarks:
Anobjectisseenassuchby virtueof our seeingitssurroundingsasitsbackground--and vice-versa.

This... suggeststhat we are performing one single mental act in jointly seeing an object against its
background...®



And shortly:

Thisinterplay of background and figureillustratesageneral principle: the principlethat whenever
we arefocussing our attention on aparticular object, we arerelying for doing so on our awareness
of many thingsto which weare not attending directly at the moment, but which areyet functioning
as compelling clues for the way the object of our attention will appear to our senses.’

For Polanyi, thisinterplay of figureand groundisfundamental toall our actsof understanding. Hespeaksof it variously
asthepolar relation between our ‘‘focal’’ and ‘‘subsidiary’’ awareness, our ‘‘distal’’ and ‘*‘proximal’’ awareness, or
between what we attend to and what we attend from.

Importantly, this polarity isfound not only in our knowledge of objects but also in our exercise of practical
skills. ThusPolanyi writes:

Whenweuseahammer todriveinanail, weattend to both nail and hammer, but in adiffer ent way.
Wewatch the effect of our strokes onthe nail and try to wield the hammer so asto hit the nail most
effectively. When webring down the hammer we do not feel that itshandle has struck our palm but
that itshead has struck the nail. Y et in asense we are certainly alert to thefeelingsin our palm and
the fingers that hold the hammer. They guide usin handling it effectively... | have asubsidiary
awar enessof thefeelinginthepal mof my handwhichismergedintomy focal awar enessof my driving
inthenail .

Noticethat for Polanyi, ground need not mean* ‘ background'’ inaspatial sense. It may represent that whichisspatially
closest to us. We shall discover more about this later.

Returning for amoment to Rubin’ s picture, thismight betaken as showing only that figure/ground organi sation takes
placewherewebringto asituation, already established meanings. After all, if welivedinaculturelacking any objects
likeavaseinappearance, wewoul d not bedrawnto seesuchathinginthispicture. But Polanyi’ stheory extendsbeyond
this. It describes how we come to discover meaningful entitiesin thefirst place:

...the efforts of perception are evoked by scattered features of raw experience suggesting the
presence of ahidden pattern which will make sense of the experience. Such asuggestion, if true, is
itself knowledge, the kind of foreknowledge we call a good problem... The knowledge of atrue
problem isindeed aparadigm for all knowing. For knowing isalways atension alerted by largely
unspecifiable cluesand directed by them towardsafocusat which we sensethe presence of athing-
-athing that, like a problem, embodies the clues on which werely for attending to it.°

Creativeresearchand discovery isfor Polanyi our paradigmatic, most lively act of knowing. Itinvolvesthemost lively
i nterani mation between our focal and subsidiary awareness, and the deepest personal * ‘indwelling’’ on our part. This
is also the character, says Polanyi, of our awareness of persons and of works of art.

Hisclaimthat thisconstitutesthe paradigmatic casefor al knowing givesradical content to Polanyi’ stheory.
Inthequotationsabovehedescribesthreeacts: perceiving anentity, exercisingapractical skill,and makingadiscovery.
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Hisclaimis, in effect, that the first and second of these are ultimately to be understood by referenceto thethird. This
claim opens up away of pursuing further the question of distinctively human identity.

Three Forms of Polarity

| shall now use figure-ground polarity to model the distinctively human *‘ habitation of aworld’’ alluded to
by Buber and by Pannenberg.

| shall start by demonstrating that this polarity takes three distinct forms. | shall show how each of these
providesitsown model for what isinvolved in distinctively human ‘* habitation of aworld.”’ | shall then arguefor the
priority of one of these models and tease out the implications of this.

My aim will beto bring out asclearly as possible the underlying logic of each form taken by the polarity. In
order toachievethis, | shal discussthreeexampl esof visual perceptionsrelatingtomotion. Thiswill limittheimaginative
power of what | am describing. To compensate for thisthe reader isasked to recall the richness of Polanyi’ s account
of polarity to which | have referred above.

Thefirst formtaken by figure-ground polarity ariseswhen weare spinning upon an axis. Here, amidst all the
flux of our perceptionsone*‘ till point’’ remains by reference to which we can make sense of our situation. Thislies
down the axis upon which we spin, aswelook alongit. This*‘still point’’ isasingularity inour field of vision. Atthe
sametimeitiscontinuouswith everything elseinthisfield. Thecloser that thingslieto thispointinour field of vision,
thecloser they proximatetoitsstillness, Conversely, asour eyemovesaway fromthisaxisof spin, movementincreases,
things blur; indeterminacy increases.

The *'till point’’ lying down the axis upon which we spin is the perceptual ground against which we see
everything asfigure. That is, we rely upon it to make sense of what we see.

Wealso experiencethisform of figure-ground polarity when weare speeding down astraight tunnel. Again,
amidst all theflux of our perceptionsone*still point’’ remains. Thisisthe point which liesstraight ahead. Again, the
closer that thingslietothispointinour field of vision, thecloser they proximatetoitsstillness; thefurther they liefrom
it, the morerapid their movement, the moreindeterminatetheir location.

Since neither of these experiences is particularly common, the images above may not communicate very
effectively with thereader. Or they may be quite familiar from some of the entertaining visual displays shown today
on computer screenswhen at rest, and through cinema screen effects used in some advertisements. Patternsradiating
fromacentral point on the screen givetheimpression either of our travelling rapidly through atunnel or aternatively
of matter radiating outward towards us.

Note this equivalence between the form taken by polarity aswe spin upon an axis and aswetravel adlong a
line. This suggests, for example, that just as light radiation can be thought of as a progression of rapidly travelling
particles or of waves, so it can be thought of asarapidly spinning axis or asarapidly spinning helix.

But let me cometo thefundamental point | want to make about theseinstances of figure-ground polarity. In
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each casether eisacontinuouslink betweenthe'* still point’’ and our selves. Inthecaseof our spinning, theperceptual
““still point’” liesnot just beyond us, but at every point along the axis stretching from infinity to ourselves; inthe case
of our travelling along aline, it lies not just beyond us but at every point along the line of our travel stretching from
infinity toourselves. Theground against whichevery figureisseenincludesboth what liesbeyond us, and our selves.

Onefurther point: theoperation of thisformof figure-ground polarity iswider thanissuggested by theimages
of spinandtravel downaline. Although thismay not beimmediately apparent, thisform of polar relation of figureand
ground,inwhichweourselvesshareessential ly inthestilinessof our perceptual * ground,’” isimplicitin any per ception
of our selvesashavingadeter minatelocation. Why do| say this?Becausetoper ceiveour selvesashavingadeter minate
locationistoregister all changeor indeter minacy asder ivingfrom changesof orientation on our own part. Andthis,
inturn, whenwereflect onit, istor egister our selvesasr otatingupon an axisper pendicular totheplaneof any such
changeinour orientation.

Inthesecond exampletowhichwenow turn, figure-ground pol arity takesarather different form. Imaginethat
we are travelling along a road which winds through a changing landscape. Amidst all the flux of our perceptions as
wetravel, one'‘still point,”’ or rather onecoherent set of still points, remainsby referencetowhichwecan makesense
of our situation. These are the horizon or background against which we see everything including ourselves, and from
which wetake our bearings. Thishorizon isaunique singularity (an extended one) in our field of vision. At the same
timeitiscontinuouswithother thingsinour field of vision. Thecloser that thingslie(spatially) tothisvisual background,
thecloser they proximatetoitsstillness. Conversely, thefurther thingsliefromitthemore changing andindeterminate
they are against it.

And now we cometo afundamental difference between thisexampleand our first example of figure-ground
polarity. In the present case, as our eye moves from the horizon towards oursel ves, indeterminacy increases until the
things closest to us are ablurr. When we now go a step further and introduce into this picture ourselves as an object
of our perception, we introduce a basic discontinuity in our perceptual field. This discontinuity is marked by the
boundary between ourselves as a determinate object of our own perception and the indeterminacy of everything else
lying closest to us as we look towards the horizon.

Inour first example, the**ground’’ from which we made sense of things extended towards usalong an axis
or line, and embraced us; inthissecond example, ‘ ‘ground’” isstrictly amatter of a‘‘ background'’ against which we
stand and moveindiscontinuity. Herefigure-ground polarity acquiresthefundamentally dual structurewhich holds
inall our perception of discrete, enduringobjects--including our selvesasobj ects.

Our first example, we noted, is the form of polarity implicit in any perception of ourselves as having a
determinatel ocation. Our second exampl e, incomplementary fashion, istheformof polarity implicitinany perception
of ourselvesashaving adeterminateorientation. How isthis?Becauseto per ceiveour selvesashavingadeter minate
orientationistoregister all changeor indeter minacy asderivingfrom changeor indeter minacy of location on our
own part. Andthis,inturn, whenwereflect onit, derivesfromour travellingwhilebeingtur ned steadily towar dsa
still point onthehorizon.

It may not beimmediately apparent that bearingsonthehorizon provideuswith adeterminateorientationrather
thanlocateus. Inparticular, thismay behardto seewhen, aswestand on solid ground, an unchanging landscapeextends
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fromthe horizon to our feet and inthisway seemstolocate us. It iseasier to see, however, when (for example) weare
on aboat at seaduring the night, and when it isobviousthat adistant lighthouse which offersus adefinite orientation
doeslittle to locate us.

Thereremainsathird and critical form of figure-ground pol arity, which standsin odd relationto the previous
two. Inthetwo examplesgiven above, wemakesenseof what weperceiveby referencetoa’  ground'’ already adopted
as such by us--in the former case our own axisor line of travel, in the latter case adistant horizon or set of bearings.
Ineachcasewehavea'‘still point’” or set of still pointsby referencetowhichweseeeverything. But what of thesituation
where we have no such given ‘‘ground’’ from which to see things? How do we cometo register such still ** ground’
inthefirst place? Supposing, for example, that we are astronauts travel ling through aplanetary system. Looking out
from our spaceshipwetry to make sensevisually of acomplex set of rel ativemotionsof planetsand moons. Insodoing
we have to work out how much of thisrelative motion reflects changesin our own location and orientation. In other
wordsnothingisgiven. Wemust discover what to count afixed | ocation and orientation. Thisdiscovery must be made
through our observations themselves. It cannot be based upon prior commitment to any given coordinate-system,
whether this be unreflective or amatter of our deliberately adopting and testing a system by way of hypothesis.

Itisthiskindof primary discovery which Polanyi describessowell intermsof thepolarity of figureand ground
emergent in our most lively knowledge and research. Essentially such discovery involvesour immersion in adual
indeter minacy, out of which arisefigureand ground in polar relation to each other. Thispoint isof fundamental
importance. Figure and ground arisetogether, interanimating each other. Even though having oncearisen, ground
appearslogically prior tofigure, ground doesnot arisebefor efigur e: they arisetogether . This, Polanyi showsus,
is the structure of our most creative discoveriesin science, and also of our language-acquisition.

Itisalso, Polanyi claims, our paradigmatic act of knowing. If thisisso, itisquite crucial that we should not
automatically reduceit to other acts of knowing. Thisisthe mistake we make when we automatically reduce finding
our bearings to a process of testing successive hypotheses. Now this latter process comprises discrete steps and
contains two distinct elements: committing ourselves to an hypothesisis one thing and testing it is another, and the
former precedesthe latter. By contrast, in creative discovery commitment and testing are as inseparable asthey are
intheact of trying to master askill. For example, whenlearningtorideabicycle‘tryingto’’ rideand ‘ ‘ trying whether
wecan’’ rideareinseparable. And our act of commitmentin‘‘ridingabicycle’’ acquiresdefinition only inthe process
of discovering whether we can ride. In the same way when seeking our bearings, our commitment to what offers us
bearings acquires definition only in the process of viewing all that is before us--including what is (as we shall come
to discover) in motion rather than at rest.

L et merefer back now to our experiencesof spinning on an axisand of moving against afar horizon. Inthese
experiences we made sense of what we saw by reference to a given, still ground, which represented respectively
determinate | ocation and determinate orientation. Here in thisthird example, however, we have the form of polarity
throughwhichwediscover what countsboth asafixed location and afixed orientationinthefir st place. Wehavethe
emergence, out of adual indeterminacy, of what it means for usto look to the world, from the ground at once of a
determinate orientation (disclosed asfrom beyond and over against us) and adeterminate |ocation (disclosed as both
beyond and within us)--and in this act, to make sense of aworld in which we are spatially located.

Consider thenature of what isdiscovered here, inthediscovery of fixed orientation andlocation. Firstly, this
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isthe discovery of what counts as absol ute rest--zero movement, zero accel eration, zero value for every differential
of location or orientation with regard to time. It isnot just the discovery of what is contingently at rest. Secondly, this
discovery isthediscovery not just of what to rely on asbearingsin aparticular situation, but arenewed discovery of
the very meaning of bearings, absolute rest, location and orientation in the first place.

Thislast point about the original discovery of meaning isof fundamental importanceif weareto understand
the possibility that the third form of polarity is primary and not reducible to the other two forms of polarity. Let me
thereforeillustrate this point in another way.

Kurt Goldstein conducted an experiment with peoplewho had been brain damaged and | eft with acondition
helabelled‘‘ amnesic aphasia.’’ ** Onthefaceof it, their conditionwasthat they could not match wordswith properties
or classes of objectsto which these referred. Goldstein established that their problem was of a different and deeper
kind. Hedid so by presenting such peoplewith skeinsof wool of varying colour, thickness, length, etc., throwntogether
in aheap. He began selecting from the heap strands of wool with acommon characteristic--say, the same colour but
of differingthickness, etc. --andinvited themto continuethe procedure. Thisthey could not do. I f, however, thestrands
wereidentical among themselvesin every respect, they were able to continue the procedure.

It appeared that Goldstein’ s patients could not i ntegrate multiple concrete experiencesin such away that the
possibility arose of ameaning ‘‘ standing out’’ fromthem. Their thinking had been reduced entirely to theimmediate;
Goldstein described them as capable only of a‘‘concrete’’ attitude to the world.

Now it would be wrong to assume that because Goldstein’ s patients could select identical strandsthat they
could see‘‘red.”” Similarly regarding ourselves, it would be wrong to assume that when as young children we first
integrated multiple experiences in such a way that the meaning ‘‘red’’ stood out for us, this was a matter of our
recognising the common denominator among various discrete meanings aready known to us us prior to this act of
integration. Rather wemust think of meaning arisinginthefirst placeasweindwell multiple, indeterminateexperiences
and achieve aform of dynamic equilibrium in which meaning arises asafigure-ground polarity.

In conclusion, the primacy of the third form of figure-ground polarity has two aspects. Firstly, it is
epistemol ogically prior tothefirst twoformsof polarity. Discovery precedesknowledge. Only through our participation
init doweever cometo experiencethefirst twoformsof polarity. Secondly, it involves more from usthan these other
two forms of polarity by way of attention and creative, responsive‘‘indwelling.”” Indeed we can understand the first
two formsof polarity asspecia casesof thethird, in which theissue of what countsasground (and withiit the vitality
of interanimation of figureand ground) has|apsed in oneway or another. By contrast, we cannot understand the third
polarity by referenceto thefirst two.

| want tosuggest now that thisthird for m of polarity modelsour very discovery of awor Id and of our selves
asinhabitingawor|d. Human*‘ habitationof aworld,”” which givesanaccount of humanidentity, canbeseen asabout
our indwellingadual indeter minacy from which ther eemer gein polar interanimation that towhichweattend--our
world--and that from which we attend--our embodied selves and our transcendent bearings.

L et me develop this suggestion further by reflecting that each of our three forms of figure-ground polarity
providesamodel for humanidentity. | shall consider each model inturn, and show how thethird embracesthepositive
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insights of the first two while avoiding their respective limitations.
The Openness of Human |dentity

L et usconsider, asamodel for humanidentity, thefirst form of figure-ground polarity described above. Can
we regard human identity as about an open system comprising a polarity of this form, in which humans and their
environment are bound together and constitute one common ground for a distinctive figure-ground polarity?

Certainly, | would suggest, at least we may view theidentity of agiven animal speciesin thisway. We can
think of ananimal specimenasanopen system oriented towardsdynamicequilibriumwithitsenvironment. Theidentity
of theanimal isdefined by aregulating principlewhich sustains a particular morphological field characteristic of the
species. Thisdeterminesthe animal’ s actions from moment to moment, which actions can therefore be thought of as
at once constituting and as directed towards the ‘* self-actualisation’” of the species.

Canwethink of humanidentity inthesameway? Certainly therearethosewho havebelieved so. Amongthem
was Kurt Goldstein (again), whose beliefs drew their impetus from his observations of the striking power of
morphological principlesoperating in peoplewho had suffered brain damageinwar. Heformulated an‘‘ organismic’’
theory of personality, seeing the human organism as directed essentially towards ** self-actualisation.’” His theory
influenced popular psychotherapy such as that associated with Karl Rogers.14

Such an approach to human identity hel psusto take seriously therichness of continuity between animal and
human life. But | suggest it cannot, by itself, capture the distinctive character of human beings (over against animals)
as'‘inhabitingaworld.”’

Can we develop the model afforded by the first form of figure-ground polarity so as to cope with this
distinction? We cannot, | believe, develop it thusfrom withinitself. We can, however, develop it suitably by starting
rather from thethird form of polarity described above. In order to seethis, let usbegin by noting that the first form of
polarity, aswe have described it, already involvesthe dimension of perceptual depth: welook along our axisof spin
or path of travel asit stretches away from us. But on reflection we must acknowledge that this dimension of depth
presupposes our participation in thethird form of polarity, through which we discover ourselves differentiated from
aworld which weinhabit spatially. Without such prior participation, perceptual depth does not arise. Thefirst form
of polarity will now be equivalent to spin on aflat surface on which we are stuck. Her e we recognise, indeed, the
character of animal identity expr essed by Buber’ sdescription of an animal aswearingits' ‘world’’ asafruit wears
itsskin. By contrast, theintroduction of perceptual depthtothefirst formof polarity allowsfor differentiation between
the human subject and its world while linking these continuously in perceptual ground. In such terms, then, we can
develop the model for human identity afforded by thefirst form of polarity so as properly to distinguish human from
animal identity.

The emergence of perceptual depth in human experience correlates, | suggest, with the emergence of anew
openness of identity--or should | say with the emergence of essentially emergent identity. A spatial analogy for this
isasfollows. Whenwelook straight along a stick we have no sense of itsdepth: the stick isforeshortened to the point
of being‘*‘flattened.”” Thesensori-motor activity of ananimal isanal ogoustothis. Stimulus-responsereflexesbindan
animal to its environment without depth or distance. These get coordinated together, in an overall pattern of figure-
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ground excitation, by the morphological field of the animal speciesconcerned. In human lifethe emergence of depth
breaks down thisfield and reconstitutesit in away that requiresawhole new integration. Thisnew integration can be
likened to learning to coordinate al ot of optical tubes so asto look through them together in one direction rather than
many.

Therearisesnow thequestionwhat countsasdepthinadeterminatedirection, i.e. asthealignment of stimulus-
response’ ‘vectors’ (indwelt‘‘sticks'’ or ‘‘tubes ") in acoherent direction. Opennessto thisnew question constitutes
the new openness and orientation towards personal integrity distinctive of human identity. This contrasts with the
bondageof ananimal speciestoitsregulativeprinciple, whichunlikeitisadequately modelled by thefirst formof figure-
ground polarity.

| find this new, distinctively human ‘‘ openness’’ reflected in Jerome Bruner’s account of infant behaviour and in
particular, the emergence of ‘‘open’’ systems of behaviour alongside automatic ones. He writes:

Itisquiteapparent that many biological systemsoperatefromtheoutset ashierarchically organised
wholes by their very nature. But it is also true that some systems achieve structure slowly and
haltingly. Inearly human growth, theinitially well-organi sed systems seem to be predominantly of
theautomatic or overcontrolledtypeaswith breathing, swallowinganinitial sucking. Withaminimum
of initial priming, all threeof thesearepotentiated easily and go off inappropriatewaystoappropriate
stimulation.

By contrast thereareemergent *‘ open’’ systemswhich grow slowly and with awkwardness. Bruner considers, by way
of example, achild seffortsat performing voluntarily an act of sucking which had previously been amatter purely of
reflex. Thisinvolveslearning, ingroping manner, to detachthesucking reflect fromitsoriginal stimulusand coordinate
it with other systems of response.

AsBruner pointsout, these open systems* ‘ arethe systems of action that become generativeinthelinguistic
sense... it isthe open quality of these systems that allows for their incorporation of prosthetic devices and tools on
the one side, and of language as amedium of programming action on the other.’'*?

The openness Bruner describes is modelled by the openness of our third form of figure-ground polarity as
comparedtothefirst. Itisnot simply theactuation of areflex inwhichweareboundtotheworldinamanner anal ogous
to thefigure-ground polarity we experience when spinning on an axis down which welook. It israther analogousto
the groping search for bearings in which we are open to what counts as a determinate axis of spin in the first place.

We should note how radical is the openness before us here. Within any hierarchy of systems, identity at a
givenlevel isalwaysopenorindeterminaterel ativetothelevel belowit. Eventhedynamicequilibrium of acandleflame
hasno descriptionintermstheparticleswhichmakeit up. However each system doeshaveitsownlevel of description.
In the case of human identity, however, we witness something unique--we testify to a system which is essentially
emergent or self-transcendent--open relativeeventoitself. Ashuman beingswe aredirected beyond every regulation
of our existence. Recalling Pannenberg’ swords, wearedirected beyond oursel vestowardstheworld, and beyond this
world, and beyond every possible world...
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It might seemthat, givenall this, if wenow continue claiming that thereis such athing asdeterminate human
identity, whenitisnow apparent that thisref usesequation with any conceivabl e determinate open systemintheworld,
thenweclaim for human beingsanidentity radically discontinuouswith and unrelated to theworld. Thiscallsusnow
to explore the second form of polarity as providing amodel for human identity.

The Relatedness of Human |dentity

Theapproach outlined abovefindsanimal identity unproblematic, but findshumanidentity problematically
open or indeterminate. However, if we start instead from what we take to be human identity, the matter appears quite
different, aswe shall now see.

Imaginethat, walking through the park at night, we hear anoise nearby in the bushes. | sthat someone about
toattack us? Ah--no, there’ snobody there, it sonly acat. Whenwespeak inthisway, wetestify implicitly toaprimary
perception of ours, of the absence of human presence or agency. Granted lower levelsof causeand effect are present,
but these do not count decisively for usasa'‘presence.’”” Such perception underlies our way of thinking of human
beingsas' ‘there,’’ possessingidentity over against their environment, inaway that animal sarenot--still |ess, inanimate
causes such as a sudden breeze which shakes the bushes.

Now thisway of thinking correspondstothemodel for humanidentity provided by thesecond formof figure-
ground polarity described above. According to this model, our identity is distinct from and discontinuous with the
perceptual ground against whichwe see oursel vesasmoving and acting. | ndeed weare dependent upon thisseparation
inorderto*‘bethere,’’ tostand out fromour environment. Thisseparati on givesusanindependent existencefromwhich
we can act freely upon our environment--as opposed to our being determined by our environment as some kind of
dynamic systemwithinit.

Now it may seem that this approach offers the surest possible statement of the fact of human existence by
comparison with the existence of anything else in the world. People are there! On further reflection, however, the
situation is more ambiguous. Two problemsarise. Firstly, isour apprehension of human presence and absencereally
very different fromtheexperienceof looking for aparticular friendinacrowdwiththeoutcomeseither of apprehending
her presence or absence? Jean Paul Sartre would say not, and he effectively builds awholetheory of human identity
out of it.13

Secondly, evenif weholdthat our apprehension of human presencerel ativetoitsabsenceinvol vessomething
crucialy morethan the recognition of afriend among strangers, isit not true that we apprehend animal presenceina
parallel way relative to inanimate objects? We recognise ‘  something there’’ in the case of aliving organism, which
wesurely do not see--despite somestriking similariti es--inthecase of thedynamicsof athundercloud* or of acomputer
“‘virus.”’ Y etinthe context of the question of human presence, animal lifeismerely part of the environment. And we
can go astep further: in turn we recognise an inanimate object as* ‘there,"”” standing out from its background, despite
the fact that in the context of the question of aliving presence, it is merely part of the environment.

The point isthat this second model for human identity--or for animal or inanimate identity for that matter--
failsto acknowledge the relatedness of what it modelsto its setting. It fail sto acknowledge the polarity of figureand
ground, as described by Polanyi and quoted early in this paper. Nor can we devel op this model from within itself so
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asto do so. We can develop it suitably, however, by starting instead from the third form of polarity. In order to see
this, let usbegin by recalling how weand our world arisetogether in mutual interanimation. Only subsequently does
theappear anceof discontinuity between our selvesand our wor Id arise, and then only with respect toour habitual
““middle’’ environment. By contrast our primary, lively experience of anemergingworld and of our emerging selves
isone of relatedness--of unity as much as of separation. It isan experience of participation and of creative response.
Thisremainsour experienceinpersonal relationshipsandinmoral, artisticand spiritual encounter--that is, intherealms
of knowledgewhichentail, asPolanyi says, ‘ ‘ deepindwelling.”” Deepindwellingimplieslively mutual interanimation
of figure and ground, as we give ourselves fully and creatively to discovering the world and ourselves.

Seen strictly by reference to the second form of polarity, this relatedness of human identity remains
problematic. It appearsto besomekind of transitional stagebetweenignoranceof and knowledgeof aworld essentially
distinct from ourselves. It appearsto be situated at that odd moment incomprehensible to traditional epistemology,
when we seem miraculously to bridge the gap between ourselves and our world and we know something. But this
problem for adualistic viewpoint ishidden fromitself, and instead the problem posed by our relatedness gets evaded:
the*‘knowledge’’ which has essentially to do with our rel atedness gets dismissed as merely amatter of self-relation
--asacircular, subjective act of self-definition. Personal, moral, creative‘ ‘knowledge'’ are discounted asknowledge
of thereal world.

Oncewestart fromthethird form of polarity, however, therelatednessof humanidentity revealsitself, onthe
contrary, asintegral to our paradigmatic experiences of reality and of ourselvesasreal. Theworld we*‘inhabit’’ (a
habitationwhich definesusashumanbeings...)isfir st thewor Id of people, mor ality, cr eativity--and, Christianswould
say, of God. In these matters our primary encounter with reality is not as autonomous agents viewing the world in
detachment and manipulatingit, but aslively, responsiveand responsi bl e personsindwelling, participatingin, creative
andmord life.

Once again thistruth can beilluminated from early childhood experience. Children do not addressfirst the
inanimate world, and then people as belonging to thisworld; rather they first respond to people who engage themin
relationship. And as they do so they do not bring set questions, but rather they reach out, as Bruner says, gropingly.
Fromthisprimary, exploratory parti cipation (inthat commitment of indeterminaterangewhichPolanyi calls' ‘indwelling*)
there slowly emerges a sense of the real world and of personal identity.

L et me emphasise again: wedo not fir st exist asper sons, and then indwell thislife: our indwelling, our
habitation constitutes us as persons. The second form of figure-ground polarity cannot adequately model this
relatedness, but portrays us ultimately as self-sufficient, self-determining individuals; while human relatedness as
modelled by thefirst form of figure-ground polarity isultimately deterministic. Only thethird form of figure-ground
polarity captures the paradox of our relatedness and our openness or freedom as human beings.

The Dialogue with Theological Anthropology

We have been pursuing what is distinctive about human beings as compared to animals. We began with the
proposal in theological anthropology that human beings ‘‘inhabit aworld’’ in away that animals do not. We have
exploredwhat this* * habitation’’ or * ‘indwelling’’ may belike, and discussedin particul ar thedistinctiveopennessand
relatedness of humanidentity. The conclusionswe have reached resonatein variousimportant wayswith theinsights
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of Christian theol ogical anthropol ogy regarding what it meansfor human beingsto bemade*‘in theimage of God.”’
Further attention to these resonances may therefore help us enlarge our understanding of the conclusions to which
we have come.

L et mefinish by indicating briefly five such pointsof resonance, and soindicatean agendafor thisunfinished
diaogue:

1. Both affirm human identity as grounded essentially in participation in lively, moral, practical,
personal knowledge--rather than in technical knowledge and mastery of the material world on the
one hand, or inthe automatisms of cultural *‘ self-expression’’ on the other. Thislively knowledge
--and searching--isvital to human lifein astrict sense; our humanity isdrawn fromit. To evadeits
demands is to contradict ourselves practically, as human beings. Christian theology makes this
connection betweenknowledgeand |ife(and between evasionand death) initstheol ogy of the Spirit.

2. Neither positsadualism between subject and subj ect. Both affirmthat humanidentity isessentially
relational, rather than being either undifferentiated within a larger whole on the one hand, or an
isolated individual agent on the other. Christian theology speaks of human life as created to share
intheinner relational life of the Divine Trinity.

3. Moregenerally, neither positsadualism between subject and world. Both affirm that the ground
of our humanidentity isat oncebeyond usandwithinus, inaninfinitehorizonwhichliesbothbeyond
us and within us. Christian theology speaks of God as at once transcendent and immanent.

4. Accordingly, neither positsadualism between our owninitiativeasagentsand either theinitiative
of other peopleor what happensto usgenerally. Our most lively, creativeinitiativesarefundamen-
tally aresponsetothereality of other peopleand of theworl d. Christiantheol ogy affirmsthe paradox
of grace, that God' s activity towards usis expressed not in human passivity but human vitality.

5. Both affirm human identity as essentially emergent. We are by nature directed forward into the
open--in the primary instance, in responsiveness towards undisclosed personal, moral, creative
reality--rather than ‘* possessing’’ an identity. We live under the summonsto ‘‘become what we
are.’’.Christiantheol ogy speaksof thisemergent character of humanidentity whenever it speaksof
usas standing under the summons of God--and also when it speaksin eschatological termsof alife
beyond the material world in which we may now already share.
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