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The information processing terms "content" and "address® are
used to describe astructural differences between the constructs
of individual identity snd identity in the equivalence sepse,
In both cases a sameness relation is established in spite of
gpecific differences. The resulting constructs of identity are
known to be involvsd in the achievement of "object permanence®
and in the formation of classes;, this essay suggests that the
way in which they are arrived at is instrumental alse in creating
our belief in an onlologlcal reality.

PS 008895




9 (Rersen otrafl) 2y, 1976
Erst von Glasersty (Rese #) Je

Dapariment
University of Georgld
_— ATHENS, Geotght 30802

When we speak of “identity” it is often not immediately clear
what ve have in mind, Even within the restricted field of psycholc
8Y textbooks the term crops wp in chapters dealing with subjects
as diverse ag social EUOUDS, the concept of self, the period of
formal 6perations, and object permanence. In each of tnese context
the term has, of course, & somevhat different meaning. The kinds

"of "identity" with which I shall be concerned in this paper are

those about which we talk in untechnical, ordinary English, and
they involve the relationships indicated by sentences such as "the
man they arrested is the identical ane who escaped from prison las
year," and "when Jane £0t her Cadillac, Sue went and bought an
identical one."

Obviously the concept of identity cannot be the same in both
sentences., The difference (in these examples, but not necessarily
always) 15 even marked linguisticelly by the use of the definite
as opposed £0 the indefinite article, In the first sentence we
clearly have gne man and two occasions Or moments in time. In the
second sentence, on the other hand, we may have only one occasion
but we have $0 have fwoe cars and wnat we seem to be saying is that
they are aglike in every respect. The first type of identity is
sometimes called "individual identity" aud the second "equivalence
{(¢f. Bruner, Goodnow, & Austin, 1965, P.2).

Though the separation of the two types of identity ic not al-
ways made explicit, there le falrly general agreement that some
form of identity concept 1t both a very early and a very important
acquisition, William Jemes, at the very beginning o2 this century,

A brief preliminary version of this paper was presented at the
Fourth Biennial Southeastern Conference on Humgn Developnent,
Nashville, Tennessee, April 1976,
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the construction of the individual duration of things as well
as in the construction of classes of gquivalent things. Spezk-
ing of conceptual tools, he said:

Out of thenm all our lowest ancestors probably used only, =nd
‘then most vaguely and inaccurately, the notion of *the same
again.' But even then Lif you had asked them whether the |
game vere 8'thing! that had endured throughout the unseen
interval, they would probably have been at a loss, and would
have said that they had never asked that question, or cone
sidered matters in that light.

Kinds, and sameness of kind - what colossally useful denk-
mittel for finding our way anong the many! The manyness might
conceivably have beer absolute. Experiences might have all
been singwlars, no one of them occurring twice. In such a
world logic would have had no application; for kind and same-
negs of kind are logic's only instruments. (James, 1907/1955,
pe 119)

Hove recently, Bruner has sald: “"3ome primitive sense of identity
is either innate, ¢r develops well before the child is active in the
manipulation of objects." (Bruner, 1966, p.186). Piaget, who ex-
plicitly rejects the idea that the concept of identity might be ip-
nate, agrees that at least individual identity must ariss early
gince .t ig undoubtedly involved in the child's censtruction of
"permanent objects® (Piasget & Voyat, 1068, p.2-3). Indeed, to search
for and eventually find a hidden object inflies chat the finder will
consider *ne found object the identical individual as the object
ke had or saw ot otherwise experienced before it was hidden. The
fully developed construct of “object permanence" necessarily re-
quires such an assumption of individu&) identity and could not be
achieved without it. Developmentally, then, something like & brac-
Sical construct of idertity would have to originate during the |
sensorimotor period. The time of origin, hovever, is not what I .
vant to discuss in this paper. Instead, I shall try to outline the
opijational steps which are 1nfolved in the comstructs of identity
FRIC
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and springs from considerations of the kind that would be entertaln-
ed by a cyberneticist aiming at a functional model of cognitive
processes, it fully confirms Piaget's finding that the development
of "object permanence™ lays the foundatifn also for the corcepis

of space, time,*and causality.

In the context of developmental theories of cognitien that stress

"the caild's construction of reality, i,e. theories that see the
child not as passive receiver but as active originstor of knowledge,
*reality® and the *knowladge* that constitutes it are under all
circumstances the result of regularities and invariances which the
experiencing organism carves out of his experience., Regularities

and invarisnces, however, can bhe esiablished only = as James SV

s0 clearly ~ on the basis of experiences being experienced iore than
once, And to say that something has occurred twice is ﬁossible only
if we keep some form of record of what ocours. Clearly, then, no
recurrence can possibly be established without some survey of the
records of past events. That requires - apart from memery and re-

trieval capabilities which we take for granted - that the experienc-
ing organism's attention must be able to switeh from "present” items

. to the records of "past” items. It is only by switches of this kind,
from the one item to the other, that the comparison cazn be made
which, in the absence of differences, may give rige $0 the result
that tw0 experiential items are the same ané that, therefore, there
has heen a recurrcnce.2 Thus, rather than ask in what wvays experien-

tinl items may °  the seme, it seems, we have to ask first in what
ways they can be different.

In principle there are two ways of differentiating exnerientisl
" items. Tirst, as soon as we organize experience into Sepzrate items
{rather ihan experiencing the amorphous flow), theuse items will be
irreducibly different from one znother in the sense that each one

‘? Such switehing of attention from ope item to -another in order to

agcertain whether or not there are differences, nas been docunent=
ed by Eliecne Yurpillet in her studies on children's eye movenents
during visual comparison tasks (Vurpillot, 1968).
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~of them has %o occupy a different place 1In The reécoraen aeqhence -

of our experiences, In computer jargon we may sey that it hes to
have a different individual "address™ within the area reserved for
the recording of experience. I shall call this kind of diference
an a~difference, Second, once we have several ltem-records, wo
may compare and rind differences in what is recorded, I shall ¢all
thig kind of difference a g¢-difference because it refers to a dif-
ference in the content of a record rather than %0 where the record
ie found, .
Discriminating the two ways in which experientizl records can
differ is already a belp in discriminating the two identity con-
cepts with which we are concerned, In the case of the man arrested,
there is practically no g-difference that we could not disregard or
explain away in order to maintain hig identity with the man who es-
caped from prison a year ago, lils hair may bhave turned white, he
may have 108t & limb or two, and he may have changed most or all of
his ideas - none of this would definitively disprove his identity.
His individusl identity, in fact, does not depend on vwhat he looks
like or on;what he has or is, but rather on the continuity of his
being, his existence, and that is a continuity which we seem to ac-.
cept under certaiy circumstaices evén if we gre quite unable to
prove it “logically."3 The case in which we want Yo decide whether
or not two Cadillacs are identical in the gquivalence sense is ra-
dically different in that the equivalence we are looking fer wmust
be established on the basis of the content of two records, i.e, it
will be decided on the basis of the absence or presence of certain
g-differences. I say gertain g-differences because although equi-
valonce identity might seem to requirs sameness oo all counts and
in a1l property dimensions, it is in fact not nearly so demanding,
There are, indeed, certain characteristics that we can or even must
disregard. For example, Vurpillot has stressed one fundamental

3 liots that there are, of course, circumstances that make indi-
vidual identity extremely probable. A man who has already lost
8 leg is unlikely to turn up with both bis legs a year later;
?nd, as criminologists know, the sane goes for lost teeth and.
]E[{I(j::vsr dentists or doctors put into a person to replace 1ost
A runtex provided by eRic 6
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By oonvention, one difference 1s always excluded from the
1ist of properties (to be compared] and that is the ob-
jects' location relative to the subject. Since they [the
ohjects] can never appear at the same place at tho same
time, they will always be different from that point of view.
{Yurpillot, 1972, p. 311; my translation.)

In other words, when two items are said to be "identical" in
the sense of "equivalent in every respect,” we understand that
nin every respect” does not include spatial location. Indeed, if
we wanted to verify that the Cadillac Sue bought 1a rightly cop=
gidered ™identical” with Jane's, a simple way of doing it would
be to ggt Sue and Jane ggﬁ%heir cars side by side and then to com-
pare them. Far from interfering with an equivalence verdict, the
fact that the cars' location in space is not the same is the most
irrefutable proof that we are actually dealing with two cars and
therefore not with a case of {ndividus} identity.

This last observation raises a question as to how one might de-
cide whether the relation between Jane's and Sue's cars i1s equi~
valence or individual identity if, for one reason or another, there

no opportunity to examine them at the same tine. At first that
Nay seem no serious obstacle. If we recorded the results of our in-
spection of Jane's Cadillac yesterday we can, of course, compare
these results to what we find today when we are inspecting Suets,
and if there is a good match, we may still come up with a verdict
of equivalence. But can we be gure that there really are two cars?
In practice we should have little difficulty in answering that
question. Ye would start looking for scratches and dents, and if
ve found any on the one car that were not on the other., we would
feel justified in ruling out individual identity. In othner words,
to meke sure that we are actually dealing with two items and there~
Tore with equivalence, we search for individual marks to distinguish
the two items and,once we havo found such marks, we disregard thep.
It is aleo worth noting that such a search for individual marks to

ERIC 7
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The tw. items alternate, euch that ths individual identity of the
one item hae to be established across a record of ths other. If ve
saw Jane yesterday and there was a geratch on her cars fender and
today wa see Sue with a car that does not have the scratch, she may,
for 21l we know, have just fetched it from the body shop. But if ve
then see Jane again and her car still has the scratch, ve would
probably eccept that as an indication that there are two cars. Such
a pattern of glternate records, of course, presupposes th con-
cept of individual identity as well as that of object permanence,
becouse the one item has to be construed to “exist® while the other
one is being examined, That is the reason why equivalence is so
much easier to demonstrate when the two items can be arranged

side by side. In that case the problem of the individual identities
is reduced to perception. Examining the one item vhile not losing
sight of the oéher confirms the continuity of both and thus the
"fact' that there are two.

That perceptual continuity constitutes the unity of items is
gomething we simply take for granted. From an operationel point of
viewégt would seem to be a basic requirement of economy. If no change
is registered, that is, if consecutite records show no change of
centent, no ¢-difference, then they tend te merge pecause thsie
simply is N0 reason to keep them apart by means of an a-difference.
In visual perception as well as in tactual that is a commonplace.
We consider something a wnit until ve register a change that ve
can categorize as a break, i.e. as the beginning of something else.
lence, as iong as there is perceptual continuity we have no pro-
blem of individual identity. That problem arises only when we con_
struct individual identity across en ipnterval that breaks the per-
ceptual or, indeed, experientinl continuity of a unit.

Both Piaget's obgervations (1936, 1937) and Bower's experimental
work (1966, 1974) with infants swsaely indicate that homogenecus,
continuous motion can take on the same connective function as the
eimple contiguity of records. Bowsr demonstrated that D very young
infants will "track" a visuml stimulus with their gaze even when the

O us temporarily disappears. The importact fesiure in that Sie

E119 8




i L
he own tracking motion that supplies the element of continuity through

" wg the »:ﬁmd< ring which there is no stimulus object to be perceiv-
nd ed Awwmmaa. 954, p. 19). That is to say, records that manifest no
fawe.. change of owsﬂmsn can be merged et 1 across an interval, provided
? wva continuity is created by a homogeneous kinesthetic seusatlon.
" Continuity can be created alse when part of the content remains
Buch . unchanged througout sn intervening record. This happens in the kind
of situation I described above, when we remove our attention from
N an item but do not lose sight of it. It happens vather more dramatic-
her ally in conjunction with motion in situations such as thist e are
vatching a rea truck (1) moving along a highway, (2) nalf disap-
pearing behind a group of trees so that we can just see the top of
ios its cabin or flashes of red through the foliage, and then (3) again
g moving along in full sight. Though through the intervening section
(2) we actually pevceive only a minimal part of the truck, ve do
not for a moment doubt its continuity. Situations like this must
. recur inpumereble times in the early experience of infants when
of their visual world is full of obstacles which they cannot look
bhange around since they themselves are relatively lmmobile. The opera-
1 tional pattern, in these cases, is always the same. Two experiences
(1) and (3} whose content matches very well are not contiguous Amun.
Ce. therefore should not be able to merge into a unit); but the record
ﬁ. (2) that separates them contains a partial match with (1) and (3)
and this partial match (the top of the truck's cabin or its bright
lse. red color) is sufficient to construct continuity from (1} to (3)
as though the two records were contiguous. This achievement of cone
tinuous unity across an interval clearly constitutes the fundation
ﬁ” for the construct of individual identity.
In cases where the interval (2) is such that it conteins no ele-
al ments that could be construed as a continuation of (1) into (3), i.e.
where there 1s neither the continuity of a perceptual element nor
the continuity of a homogeneoue kinesthetic feedback, it should be

oung much more difficult to unite (1) and (3) across the interval to form

the one tndividual. This is in fact borne out by Plaget's observat’ OE

L that many children of four to eix years of age have not yet shgnnwm
H
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the construction of & continuous individual difficult in these

cases ig that between the sun yesterday and the sun today there
are rvecords of experiences that gaincd .attention in their own right
and that create a complete break !ﬂ the sun-expetriences that thus
remair ceparate experiences kept apart by ?heir a~-difference.

. As long as the linear sequence of experiential records is the
only dimension in which we operate, it is gquite impossible to con-
sider two vecords one and the game individual unless these two ve-
cords are either contizuous or at leagt partially continuous in
that a common part represents them throughout the intervening inter-
val. In ovder to achieve unity in spite of an interval,a comnection
has to be created avound that interval, which is to say, outside
the experiential sequence. Such a ¢onnection, in fact, vequivres the
creation of & new dimension, a kind of avea where ilems can con-
tinue without being experienced, parallel to what is being ex-
perienced, and hypothetically accessible to experience a1l along.

This assumption of tYe continuity of an experientigl item, even
when nothing in the actunl intervening experience suggests such
continuity, is subsumed In yhat Piaget designates with the term .
"externalization”. The mysterious ousside realm in which this non-
experiential continuity of intermittently experienced items is im-
plemented is, of course, the vealm of ontologicel reality. It is the
world of "being" where, supposedly, all the items we have ¢xperietc-
ed 88 well as thoge we will experience hibetnate while we are not
experiencing then. Thus, with the assumption of an inhevent coo-
tinuity of items, an inherent permanence of objects, we initiate
the constructiion of a world that "exists”, a world thal "is thevre”
whether or not we hapren to perceive it, a yorld that ultimately
becomes wholly detaclied from the cxperiencing subject.4

To complete the externalization, the experiencer has to take
yet another step. The first connections outside the experientisl

4 Once this detrchment ig complete, the subject inevitably comes
to asi the strange question ag to how he can possidly know such
8 prefabricated,1ndependently real, world.

Q
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verdict resulting from a comparison ¢f a "present¥, i.e., most
recently recorded item and they go to a record that precedes some
interval, As such, these connections meke & unit out of the two
separate records, but this unit does not stretch beyond the two re-
cords. The assumed continuity bridges the gap of the a-difference
between the two experiences, and that by itself does not yet give
us proper “perranence’ or wholl& independent “existence". liowever,
it seems that once a connection has been created between two re-
cords, a third record can easily be added whenever it occurs, znd
then a fourth, and 30 on until the repetition has become a routine
that can be activated both "{Prward" towards the not-yet-experienced
and "backward" towards the not-recorded. Once an item's continuity
hag been assumed ag a general principle, making “"object permanence!
a8 feature of the world rather than ¢f the experiencer's processing
of experience? every further experiential item that is considered
a good enough mateh can be connected to the original occurrence,
That is to say, ve can now have 8 record of the item that is no
longer the record of a single specific experience with a specific
address in the sequence of experiential records, but a compound re~
cord of a recurrently experienced item. And since the item has been
glven “individual identity®, i.e. continuity even when it is nos
being experienced, the record, too, acyuires 2 kind of continuity
in that it becomes intependently accessible as & "concepi® or simply
8s the ides of the item.

This hypathetical model of some of the logical steps that are
implicit in the development of object permanence helps to explain
the apparent duality of the coucept of identity. As th: experiencer
creates an object's existential continuity hand in hand with his
own concept or represuntation of the object, he in fact ends up
with two rather diffarent kinds of permanence. On the one hand,
thoere is the permanence attriduted to the object, giving it o life

The assumption that "permanence” is n feaiure of things in them-
gelves, ag theyare in an indcpendent world, is of the same kind &g
Galileo's aasumption that the basic form of motion is rectilinear
and infinite. Both ascumptions aore mede and meintained because they

]{J}:‘aeem (temporarily?) to facilitate the orderly coordination of the

pieces into which we have cut our experience. 1 l
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perienced. On the other, there is the pcrmanence of the goncept,

derived from recurrent experience but now detached from it, a per-
manence that enables the experiencer to call forth the object as
repregentation regardless of the present experientizl context.

The first, the ontological permanence, is the foundaiion of
cur concept of individual 1dent1ty.h1n the initial example, the
statement "the man they arrested 1sﬁ dentical one who escaped
fron prison last year," entails that there is o GsfwEg continuous
existential connection between the man last yea~ and the man now,
and this connection is having been, being, and remaining ome and
| the sage. ~ One.might say that there is nothing extraordinary
about that, since the man himself can supply, from his own recol-
lection, masgsive evidence for his continued existence. The remark-
able thing, however, is that we all developed the belief in vhe
permanence of objects quite eome time before we were able to in-
terpret and benefit from the verbal reports of other people - and
the objects in whose permanence we first came to believe could not
tell us that, they exist.

The second type of permanence, the perpetuation of a compound .
racord in the form of n concept, underlies equivalence identity.
Any record can at ang time be set up as pearadigm in comparisons
made 1o establish wh %herﬂsome o{her record is or is not the same.
It ir very important to reaslize that "the same™ in such conparisons
means that no difference waos found in the dimensions that were ex-
amined. As we have already seen, the dimension of spatial location
is raorely if ever considered, and for certain items there are oth-
er fentures that we are quite ready to disregard in our comparison.
There is, in fact, no fixed rule as to the nupber of dimensions or
properties in which two items have to be judged the same in order
to be called "1dent1cal" in the equivaelence sense. Instead, those
records tha% frequently set up as paradign become a compound of re-
current experience, congisting of what is common to all instances
and excluding the individual characteristics of single occurrences.

n other words, they 100 are detached from the actual renords of ex-

LRIC 12




T ———

prototypus or paradigms for every form of classification. Such &
prototype or paradigm contains the criterial values in a specific
1imited number of dimensions and any experiential item thaiwmatches
those criterial velues will be considered eouivelent. The fact
that equivaience is ectablished on the basis of such a paradigm
explains why, in the case of the two Cadillacs, the scratcher and
dents are irrelevant when it comes to establishing whether or not
the two cars are idantical in the equivalence sense. The concepi-
ual paradigm, in that case, would contain the specification of
properties such gs color, modsl, and Yyoar, whereas things suoh as
scratches, dents, warn tires, or rusted mufflers would not be con-
sidered at all.

There 15 one further difference to be found between the two types
of ldentity. If, in the case of ecuivalence, we doubt & verdict of
idenvity, we can try to eliminate the doubt by conpariag eocch of
the candidates once more to the paradigm. If we have doubts zbout
8 verdict of individuzl identity, it is not by comparing she former
record with the present onz that we can decide the lasue; what ve
have to establish is the continuity of the indrvidual iten between
the records, that s to say, we have to confirm its -continuity of
"existence". Constru.ting the existential continulty of the items
we experience requires some pf the wost iwportant conceptual tools
we possess. First among them is the concept of change, which enables
tus t0 consider two (or more) experiential items one and the sarne
individual while focusing our attention on a difference between
them.s The mpparent contvedictlon between the experiential differ.
ences and the match required by the concept of identity is then suc-
cessfully neutralized oy introducing the concept of causetion, waich
allous us to categorize the difference as "effect" of some recurrent
adjunct or condition that can be categorized as the "cause" (cI.
von lasersfeld, 1974). On an even more general level, incividusl
identity, since it relies on the construct of cxistential continuity,

6 The studies Piaget and his collaborators have publisned in their

volume Epistdmologie et psycholosie de Ltidentité (Pizget et al.,
1968) deal exclusively with the difficulties children of turee

years and more have in constructing individual identity in the 13
face of various changes and trassformaiions.
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the concept of time. Without the juxtaposition of the subject's

experiential continuity and the posited existential continuity
of some other process (e.g. the movement of a clock) the concept
of duration and that of time,as a dimensicn separate from the
simple sequence of experiential items, could never arise. Similarly,
equivalence identlty, since it requires a plurality of equivalent
items, inevitably leads to some concept of space if the equivalent
items are given existential continuity. For two qmawwwmom.no exist
side by side, we must have constructed some kind of space.

To oonclude, I should like to emphasize a point made somewhat
casually at the outset. Developmental theories of cognition tend
to be "constructivist® today. That is to say, they consider the
knower's activity as the determinant of much of his knowledge. My
brief end in many ways still tentative analysis of the concepts
of identity may help to confirm the construetivist attitude. Long
&80, William James already spoke of "sublime tricks of human thought,
our ways ol escaping bewilderment in the midst of sensationts ire-
remediable flow." (James, 1907/1955, p. 123} As long as we sre
wholly wasowmof in sensatlon's irrem@diable flow there is no
Yyesterday and no tomorrow, no then, no now, no continuity of any~
thing except the very flow of experience; nor are there separate,
specifiable states of consciousness. To have eny of that, we must
differentiate, we must cut the flow and find differevces bet.cen
the chunks, we must make distinctions (Brown, 1969). As soon as
we begin to cut, however, we find that "yesterday's and today's
states of consciouspess have no substanvial identity, for when one
is here the other is irrevocably dead and gone." (James, 1892/1962,
P- 214) Thus, havin' ut the flow by making distinctions, we have
to get busy trying + relate what we cut and to nssemble a world
of things and facts, of regularities and invariances, of individuals
and classes. Among the very first relational concepts we use in
that task ia the relation of sameness with its two possibilities
of constructing identity, both powerful tools with which we bridge
the cuts we make and build the relatively stable structures that
wo call our world. (
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