Human Identity- Essay 36
Human beings can not live without systems of meaning. Our primary impulse is the impulse to find and create meaning. But just as important, human beings can not exist without an identity and often human identity is tied closely to the systems of meaning that people create. The systems of meaning are how people express their identity.

There are many elements that shape identity- family, community, ethnicity, nationality, religion, philosophy, science and occupation. For much of history human identity has been oriented to small bands of extended families with belief systems that validated that lifestyle. With the movement toward domestication and state formation, along with the larger communities of such states, the boundaries of human identity were widened. But the small band mentality has persisted over subsequent millennia and is still evident even within modern states in the form of ethnic divisions, religious differences, occupation, social status, and even in the form of organizational membership.

The presence and origin of the small band mentality can be explained in terms of the inherited animal brain and its primitive drives. Animal life from the earliest time developed an existence of small groups of extended family members. This existence was shaped by the base drives to separate from others, to exclude outsiders, and to dominate or destroy them as competitors for resources. This in-group thinking and response was hardwired into the animal brain which has continued to influence the human brain.
Unfortunately, small band mentality has long had a powerful influence on the creation of systems of meaning and the creation of human identity. People have long identified themselves in terms of some localized ethnic group, religion or nation in opposition to others who are not members of their group. This has led to the exclusion of outsiders and crusades to dominate or destroy them as enemies.
The Greeks appear to have been the first to have made a break with small band mentality and to have challenged the ancient idea that there was some irreducible difference between them and others (the barbarians). They introduced new universalistic ideas that led to the “discovery of the fundamental unity of the human race” (Mircea Eliade, History of Religious Ideas: Vol.2, p.203, 204).

One notable Greek, Alexander the Great, broke with his tutor Aristotle (slaves are slaves by nature) and argued that “all men were sons of one Father” (p.204). The Stoics also encouraged the view that “all men were ‘cosmopolitai’ (citizens together of one cosmos)- whatever their social origin or geographical location” (p.206). The Greek teacher Zeno promoted the vision of a world where there would be no separate states but one great City where all would be equal members bound together by love.

More recent discovery on human origins and development confirms the early Greek intuition. We now know that we are all descendents of a common hominid ancestor (the East Africa origin hypothesis). Race is now viewed as a human construct with little if any basis in real biology. So-called racial differences amount to nothing of any real distinction in biology. One scientist has even said that, genetically, racial features are of no more importance than a sunburn.

This information points to the fact that we are all descendents of Africans. In the great migrations out of Africa some early hominids moved to Europe and endured millennia of sunlight deprivation and this led to a redistribution of melanin in their skin. They still possessed the same amount of melanin as that of darker skinned people but it was not as visible. 
All this is to say that the human race is indeed one family. And modern human identity and meaning must be widened to include this fact. The small band mentality of our past which focuses human identity on some limited subset of the human race has always led to the creation of division, barriers, opposition and conflict between people. It is an animal view of human identity. 
But we are no longer animals. We are now human and we need to overcome the animal tendency to separate from others, to exclude them, and to view them as outsiders or enemies to be dominated or destroyed.

It is also useful to note here how tightly many people tie their identity to the system of meaning that they adopt (their belief system or viewpoint). Consequently, any challenge to their system of meaning will produce an aggressive defensive reaction. The system may contain outdated ideas that ought to be challenged and discarded but because it comprises the identity of those who hold it, they will view any challenge as an attack on their very selves and this produces the survival response or reaction. Attacks on the self (self-identity) are viewed as attacks on personal survival and will evoke the aggressive animal defense. In this reaction we see the amygdala overruling the cortex.

This defensive reaction as an attempt to protect the self helps explain in part why people continue to hold on to outdated ideas and systems of belief/meaning. The ideas may not make rational sense to more objective outside viewers but to those who hold them, they make sense in terms of the dominant themes of their overall system.

It is true that we can’t live without meaning or identity. And our identity is often defined by our systems of meaning. This tendency to tie our identity too tightly to our systems of meaning calls for a caution: Human meaning and identity should not be placed in an object- a system of meaning, an ideology, an occupation, a state, a movement, ethnicity or some organization. Our identity and our search for meaning should be focused on the process of becoming human. This orients us to ongoing development and advance. We then remain open to make changes as new information comes along. It’s about the human self as dynamic process, not rigid and unchanging object (see Louis Zurcher’s book The Mutable Self).

Bob Brinsmead, in his essay “Living By Story”, notes that the distinctive characteristic of being human is to live by story. What is the nature of that story that we live by? Some hints can be found in the new story of life in this universe which is defined by a variety of inspiring themes- the foundational generosity of life, life as an ascending trajectory characterized by creativity, freedom, and increasing movement toward order, along with other motifs. But most essentially, the story of life in this universe can be understood in terms of the historical trajectory of conscious humanity becoming more human or humane. This trajectory is clearly manifest in human society. Joseph Campbell noted this core theme of life in stating that the great adventure of life was to overcome the animal (our inherited animal instincts and drives) and to live as truly human. This is the great story of humanity and it is the story of every individual life.

This story, more than anything else, gives us our identity and meaning as human beings.
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