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Desde hace afios estamos viviendo, de manera que en ocasiones parece
progresivamente acelerada, cambios sociales de profundo calado. No sélo en los
aspectos estructurales, en los que nuestras sociedades han experimentado, a veces
para mal, casi siempre para bien, una auténtica revolucion; también en la dimension cul-
tural, los modelos y formas de relacion de la colectividad y de los grupos que la integran
estan viviendo intensas transformaciones.

Los modelos de socializacion, los roles, la jerarquia de valores dominantes,
las férmulas de interaccion, las expectativas ciudadanas, la naturaleza y funcionalidad
de los grupos, las estructuras familiares..., todo esta en proceso evolutivo. Se han
abandonado, o son severamente cuestionadas, formas histéricas de la dinamica social,
sin que, en algunos casos, queden claras las alternativas.

En el epicentro de estas transformaciones, a veces sufriéndolas y mas fre-
cuentemente representandolas, los adolescentes aparecen como un claro elemento
de significacion.

Los adolescentes ejemplifican, en toda su ambigiedad, la dinamica del
cambio. Productos de una crisis de la socializacion y representacion de la misma, agen-
tes de inquietudes sociales y depositarios de ansiedades desplazadas, sujetos y victi-
mas de muchos desajustes sintométicos del funcionalismo social, paradigmas del cam-
bio y de las cuestiones irresueltas, los adolescentes son la diana de multiples miradas,
y deben ser el horizonte de una reflexion critica sobre nosotros mismos. Sobre todo,
porgue son en parte nuestra criatura y, mas aun, porque representan el futuro colectivo.

De ahi que la FAD haya sentido la necesidad de promover el foro de pensa-
miento y debate que significa este Congreso. Con ello no sélo atiende a sus responsa-
bilidades institucionnales sino que pretende contribuir al proceso en un camino que a
todos nos implica.
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Identity and its Construction during the Adolescent Years

Augusto Blasi

INTRODUCTION

To speak about identity is a little like entering a discussion about love: what people mean by this
term differs so much from person to person, and they are so convinced of talking about the
same reality, that one should almost expect of being misunderstood. As for identity, the recent
popularity of the term with the mass media and in everyday conversation only increased its
vagueness and ambiguity. In the social sciences, specifically in my own field of psychology,
discussions about identity, while couched in learned and technical language, are no less
confusing. Here, the confusion has two main sources. On one hand, “identity” is referred to
different kinds of psychological processes: for some of us identity has to do with external social
categories, like nationality or professional association; for others with self-concepts, or perhaps
with a structure, a network, of self-concepts; for others again it has to do with the theories
people have about themselves; and for some with the stories people tell about themselves.
Another source of confusion is that frequently “identity” is referred to rather specific and very
different aspects of the person. Thus psychologists speak of body identity, sexual identity,
gender identity, family identity, school identity, geographic identity, national identity, racial identity,
ethnic identity, work identity, sports identity, and on and on, indefinitely.

This latter practice indicates something worse than conceptual confusion. Psychologists, in fact,
tend to deal with these many concepts as if they referred to separate and distinct identities, as
if each of them pointed to real, separate psychological realities, all applying to the same individual
person. The hypothetical Joe Smith, then, would have a sexual identity, a gender identity, a
national identity, a work identity, and so on. He would not have one identity, but a lot of them,
crowding in together, and all competing in the task to define him. As one may expect, problems
begin to appear the moment one asks, perhaps naively: Where is Joe Smith? Who is Joe Smith?
Of course, there is a sophisticated answer to these guestions, somewhat contemptuous of our
naiveté: there is no single self, we are told, each of us is a “population of selves”. In his recent
novel, The ground beneath her feet, Salman Rushdie describes an interesting character, Ormus
Cama. Ormus is a musician working with a team of musicians, each playing a different
instrument. At one point, he fires all his collaborators in order to record all the instruments by
himself. He explains: “What | want my music to say is that | don’t have to choose... | need to
show that | don’t have to be this guy or that guy, the fellow from over there or the fellow from
here... I'll be all of them, | can do that. Here comes everybody right? That’s where it came from,
the idea of playing all the instruments...” (p. 303)1. Rushdie touches, here, on one central theme

1. Rushdie, S. (1999). The ground beneath her feet. New York: Henry Holt.
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of the identity issue, and also of my talk, the unity and individuality that identity is supposed to
produce. Is it possible, is it desirable, to maintain one’s multiplicity and openness, to choose
everything, or not to choose at all? Without a choice, a commitment to becoming and being a
certain kind of defined —that is, limited— person, would we not become, in Rushdie’s words, “a
cacophony, a mass of human noises that did not add up to the symphony of an integrated self”
(ib., p. 299)? From the fragments of our life experiences —from the facts of being white, female,
Spanish, lower class, Catholic, born as a twin, a successful student, a wife, a mother, and so
forth— how do we become “a symphony of an integrated self”, compact and self-possessed,
with a specific direction providing order to the rest of our life?

Going back to the conceptual confusion that surrounds psychological work on identity, | thought
that the most sensible solution for me would be to approach my presentation exclusively from
the perspective of a single conception, in which identity is understood as consisting of the
subjective experience of a deeper, core, essential self, providing a sense of personal unity and
individuality, as well as direction to one’s life. | call this kind of identity “identity of the self”. Mine
is obviously a choice; | leave other perspectives entirely out. My choice, however, is far from being
arbitrary and presents several advantages: it stresses the sense of personal unity; it emphasizes
those characteristics that correspond to the modern experience of identity, namely, autonom
from social definitions and pressures, sense of authenticity, and responsibility to one’s identity; it
organizes many of the observations on which the other conceptions of identity rely, by ordering
them along a developmental continuum; most important, it clarifies the motivational power of
identity —the fact that identity makes us suffer and rejoice, makes us do things, organizes our
life and guides our decisions— by placing at its center the person’s desires and concerns. This
crucial function remains a mystery when one looks at identity, as most other conceptions do, in
purely cognitive terms, as a matter of perceptions, categories, concepts, or stories.

In what follows | first elaborate, as briefly as | can, this conception of identity, and explain what |
mean by the identity of the self. In a second part, | discuss adolescence and the ways identity
develops during the adolescent years. Finally, in a third part, | open the question of the contents
of identity, of how and why people select this or that characteristic, this or that issue, as the core
of their sense of self.

THE IDENTITY OF THE SELF: A CONCEPTION

| present my general conception of identity, briefly and schematically in four points. But first |
need to acknowledge, at least this one time, the strong influence on my thinking of two authors
among many others: Erik Erikson with his work on adolescence and identity, and particularly the
American philosopher Harry Frankfurt with his work on the construction of the will2.

First point. As | understand and use the term, a person does not have an identity, unless he or
she experiences, and at least implicitly relates to, some of the personal characteristics as more
real and true than the others, as deeper, as the core or the essence of one’s being. The other
characteristics feel more superficial, more dispensable, and overall less important to the sense
of one’s self. Notice, however: when it comes to identity, a characteristic is important, not for its
consequences or for what it gives me —success in school or at work, friendship, a happy
marriage, esteem, etc.— but exclusively because it makes me who | am, constitutes the
essence of my own self.

2. From the rich bibliographies of these authors | would select: Erikson, E.H. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. New
York: Norton; Frankfurt, H. (1988). The importance of what we care about. New York: Cambridge University
Press.
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Second point. In looking for what is particularly true and real and central about oneself, one
finds certain desires, likings, or wishes, that one wants to have, and wants to keep also in the
future. This apparently simple statement needs to be unpacked. One central human
characteristic is to have not only desires, but also desires about one’s desires, impulses, or
needs. Some we want to have, others we would like not to have. Sometimes we may be
satisfied with having a vague, ineffectual desire; at other times we want our desire to be effective
in reaching its object: we support it, try to eliminate obstacles, and struggle to facilitate its path.
In other words, whatever the objects of our desires may be —a person; one of our activities; our
own characteristics, such as being intelligent or empathic; or rather abstract objects, such as
the value of nature, religion, the ideals of beauty and justice— we have the tremendous capacity
to appropriate the desires we find in us, make them our very own, and also shape them to fit
what we want.

It is also possible that we care so much about certain objects - things, people, institutions, or
ideas - that we want to desire them also in the future. In these instances, our will is shaped by
a commitment, that is, by the serious intention to actively pursue these objects also in the future,
and to try to reach them by eliminating internal and external obstacles. To indicate this personal
attitude, Harry Frankfurt speaks of “caring about”. As Frankfurt understands the term, to “care
about” something does not mean primarily to have an emotion or a feeling about it; it rather
means to “have at heart”, to be concerned about, the object of our desire, to invest ourselves in
it, to rejoyce for its successes and suffer for its defeats. In my view, the things that we care about,
and our caring about them, are the raw materials, the building blocks, in the construction of the
identity of the self.

Third point. An additional step is needed before reaching the sense of identity. At some point in
development, some people —not everyone— identify themselves with one or more of their
concerns, and see themselves as centrally characterized by these concerns, for example, for
one’s career, for one’s family, or for peace in the world. These people, then, at the same time
care about a double object: the object of their central desires and concerns, but also their own
caring about them. For instance, | want peace in the world, am committed to do what | can
towards this goal; in addition, because | care about peace, | want to maintain this psychological
characteristic of mine, that | care about peace, am committed to it. | want to be, am committed
to remain the kind of person who cares about peace. It matters to me a great deal that there be
peace in the world; but also that | personally care about peace, that | personally become an
instrument toward achieving it. This is really who | am.

The fourth and last point has to do with the unity of identity. Not only do we have many desires,
but we also care about a good number of objects, and are committed to them in different
degrees: family and friends; city and country; the political party we support, our values, and
perhaps also the lifestyle to which we are accustomed in its concrete details. At this level, the
sense of identity is inevitably scattered and fragmented. However, as soon as our desires or our
commitments come into conflict with each other, we realize that we must choose, and that our
choices are not random, but are repeated over and over. And so, from conflict to conflict, choice
after choice, a person’s will gradually becomes ordered and structured; at the same time, his or
her identity acquires layers and depth. To speak of “real and true self”, then, would have different
meanings depending on how central or marginal are the concerns with which we identify. Only
a few would constitute the core, the essence, of one’s being. A person may not give up any of
his commitments, but his identity slowly becomes clarified and unified.

This process of unification is helped by two important psychological experiences. One is the
realization that, when it comes to certain objects, one has no choice, but must care about them;
that one’s commitment to these objects is necessary. The other, related to the first, has to do
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with the sense of integrity or wholeness of the self, the caring about one’s integrity, and the need
to maintain it. Of course, one still can, and sometimes will, act against one’s necessary
commitments. But there is a price to be paid: the loss of the sense of unity will be experienced
like self-betrayal, as a wound inflicted to the essence of one’s being.

In sum, according to this conception, identity is acquired when a person identifies with some of
his or her concerns in such a way that they define him more truly and centrally than any other
aspects of his personality, and grows in organization and unity by progressively subordinating
and ordering the other aspects to those that he experiences as his core self.

This very abstract account can be made a bit more concrete by anchoring it to examples of the
two extreme ends of the identity continuum. At one end, there are those people who could be
called “the indifferent”. Godard gave us a wonderful portrait of this kind of personality in A bout
de souffle and Fellini did the same in | vitelloni. These characters do have desires, which they
try to satisfy; but none that they care about, or are committed to. These people seem to be
recreated at every moment, by the shiny sensations of each instant, by the passing whim.
There are no chains or strings that keep them rooted; no ballast that keeps them grounded.
Like transparent balloons, they happily go with each wind, reflecting the colors and shapes of
the surroundings.

The example | offer at the opposite extreme of the identity spectrum is of a person whose sense
of self was coherently organized and centered around a concern for justice and for the victims
of injustice, and particularly around the desire to be a witness of their fate and suffering. As a
young ltalian officer, he was sent to the Russian front —we are in the middle of WWIl— to head
a platoon of Alpine soldiers. There, as he tells the story, his eyes were opened: to the tragedy
that was unfolding, to the total lack of preparation of the Italian army, to the corruption and
betrayal of superior officers; to the evidence that he and his side were the aggressors, and, most
important, to the suffering of the young men, that had been entrusted to him. There he felt that
he had to tell the world about his experience and the experience of his soldiers. He had to be a
witness. “Remember and tell”, he kept repeating to himself. He, an amateur writer, spent the rest
of his life to write and publish a series of books, some requiring seven or eight years of intense
work: a diary of his Russian experience and of the experience of his soldiers; a collection of
personal stories told by the humble survivors; a collection of letters written to their families by
those who did not survive; and then books about the victims of the sudden and thoughtless
industrialization of the mountain region immediately after the war. In this writer, a central passion
was transformed into commitment, a commitment that organized emotions, shaped the will, and
the continuity of his life, and defined the sense of who he was at the core.

Here, | should try to dispel a possible misunderstanding. One may get the impression that the
identity of the self is acquired in a very conscious and deliberate manner, or that it is always
constructed around the highest and most noble ideals and values. The role that values and
ideals have in people’s identity is a complicated issue, and | will come back to it later in my
presentation. In principle, however, strong identities could also be shaped, and frequently are
shaped, around rather concrete and ordinary commitments, like being a good mother, and a
responsible worker.

This observation leads us to a very important distinction, between the forms and the contents
of identity. The processes | described so far —caring about, commitment, identification, sense
of one’s core self— are general and, to some extent, are independent of the specific objects and
issues that people select to identify with. These issues, different from person to person, are the
contents or the domains of identity. The kinds of relationship people establish between the
identity contents and themselves are the formal aspects of identity. The same kind of
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relationship may occur with quite different contents, for instance, political, artistic, or religious
commitments. As such, the centralized and unified sense of self says nothing about which
aspects of the world one is struck by and is responding to in constructing one’s identity, not
even whether they are good or bad, moral or immoral, creative or destructive. At the same time,
the same content, for instance, nationality or patriotism, can be approached by different people
with very different motives, concerns, styles, and depth: for some, nationality is one of many
aspects of oneself, perhaps a superficial one, but useful to differentiate oneself from other
people; for others, instead, it is the source of ideals, organizing their entire life, and constituting
the essence of their being.

ADOLESCENCE AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY

In this section | shift from conceptual analyses to empirical research, and from general
considerations to a focus on adolescence. Adolescence —broadly understood, ranging in age
from 12 to the early 20s— offers a privileged window to observe the development of identity,
from its inception to the first manifestations of its mature forms. Before | enter this topic,
however, | should say a brief word about what could be called the prehistory of identity, which,
in my opinion, lies in the developmental vicissitudes of the self-as-subject, or of the person’s
subjectivity.

Already in infancy there occurs a crucial transformation: the biological and cognitive organism
becomes a self. This transformation is constituted by two not quite separable events: the
experience of agency in intentional action, namely, the immediate experience that one — the
subject self -, guided by conscious goals, is a source of, and controls the action; and the
development of ownership and “mineness”, that is, in its most primitive and basic form, the
experience that one’s body is intimately and uniquely one’s own, separate and different from
other objects and people. These two kinds of experience come together, are fused with each
other, and reinforce each other. Since it is guided by one’s own desires, goals, and intentions,
the experience of agency extends the experience of “mineness” beyond the given body and the
passively received sensations into the active involvement with the surrounding world. The
actions the infant performs, his awkward attempts to reach his goals, are felt as his own and
nobody else’s. The infant sense of self has a third central characteristic, namely, to be a desiring
self. As soon as the impulse generates intentional action, determining the goal that subtends it,
the impulse is taken over and appropriated by the agent, and is transformed into a desire or an
early form of willfulness. At this point the self is not only experienced as the agentic source of
action, but also as a wanting self. In sum, in the early development of the subjective self, and
forever after, there is the convergence of two central aspects characterizing the self —the
experience of mineness in agency and the experience of the mineness of desire—. From very
early on, the frequent and intense experience of desire is shot thorugh with the characteristic of
ownership and possession.

Later developments of the subjective self, in childhood and later life, continue along its two
threads, agency and mineness, always in reciprocal interaction. Along the agentic line, the child
becomes progressively capable to control impulses and regulate the feelings and the
expressions of emotions; is better and better able to respond to social requests, to feel a sense
of obligation, to make promises and to responsibly keep them, and to commit himself or herself
to various projects. Along the mineness line, in conjuction with cognitive and reflective
processes, the child assimilates to the early experience of “mine” and appropriates not only his
actions and engagements, but also an increasingly rich repertory of perceptions, images,
concepts, and stories, that cumulatively become what he is —his self-perceptions, self-
concepts, and self-stories—. This repertory of cognitive materials shape a sort of identity: in fact,
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they provide a sense of continuity, of being the same person of the remembered past, of the lived
present and of the expected future; and also a sense of consistency across various activities,
roles, and social exchanges. This kind of identity, integrating the person in the social fabric,
seems to be necessary to all human beings; and for many it may be sufficient, at least for the
purpose of leading a life that is well integrated in the social fabric, productive, and guided by a
sense of purposefulness.

This is where the child and the early adolescent stand on the eve of the development of identity
proper; at least this is what we found in our studies. The observations | present now are
principally drawn from several empirical projects conducted by myself and my co-workers, and
by other colleagues, but are also supported by a variety of other investigations about
adolescenced. The studies | mainly rely on were explicitly guided by the definition of identity of
the self that | discussed earlier. Information was consistently gathered through lengthy interviews,
constructed around three basic questions: First, what could one mean by true or real, or core
me; how should one go about identifying it and distinguishing it from the rest of us? Second,
how do they —people in general and the interviewee in particular— relate to their true self: do
they feel responsible for it, are they committed to it? Third, what are the emotional implications
of experiencing the true self: how would they feel if they lost it or betrayed it? Those we
interviewed belonged mainly to four age groups: 12- to 13-year-olds, 17- to 18-year-olds,
college students in their early 20s, and adults from a wide age range.

Through careful and detailed analyses of interview material we were able to describe four
different ways or forms of relating to one’s self and to the issues one selected to identify as one’s
own identity. We refer to these forms as identity modes. These identity modes seem to be
related to each other developmentally, in the sense that the more complex ones only appear at
later ages; however, earlier modes may be maintained and may characterize personalities also
through the adult years. Three of these modes could be observed during the adolescent years:
these | describe in what follows.

At the dawning of adolescence, between the ages of 12 and 13, many of our interviewees were
puzzled by our questions, and could not select any aspect of themselves as being more real or
more true of them; as they put it, all of their characteristics —physical appearance, thoughts,
preferences, and also family and friends— would be equally true and real. Those children who
eventually made a distinction chose as particularly true of them their physical characteristics,
their typical or preferred behaviors, their social roles, but also social and family relations, and
socially approved feelings. These external aspects, children explained, are especially real,
because “you can touch them”, and they can be clearly seen from outside. These children do
know that they have an internal life of thoughts and emotions, and are familiar with it; and yet
they are not interested in it. It is as if, to them, personality is flattened out, one-dimensional in its
concreteness and externality. Therefore sincerity and phoniness are not a problem for them, as
they are for later adolescents. Finally and most significantly, these children are not interested in
their own self: they think that it is not important to reflect on themselves; they do not care about
their characteristics simply because they are their own, but only for the positive or negative social
response that they elicit. We called this way of relating to oneself Social Role Identity Mode, even
though, strictly speaking, one should speak of pre-identity rather than identity.

All the children in this age group, with one single exception, were classified in this category. On
the basis of our criteria, they had not yet started developing a genuine sense of identity. Charles’

3.Cf,, e.g., Blasi, A. and Glodis, K. (1995). “The development of identity. A critical analysis from the perspective
of the self as subject”. Developmental Review, 15: 404-433.
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interview is typical: The true self, he explained, is what one does frequently and what one likes
to do; for himself, that’s “playing baseball, | guess; because | like to play baseball.” When he was
presented with a list of characteristics, he chose as belonging to the true self “my heart —he
meant the physical organ— and my friends..., because my heart always follows me around; and
| hang around with my friends a lot.” By contrast, interests are at the bottom of his list: “I really
don’t think about them too much; | just do what is right.” When he was asked to imagine being
alone and trying to think about himself and what he really is, Charles explained: “I get half and
half grades,... | don’t get into a lot of troubles,... | have a lot of friends.” And then he added: “it’s
not really important to think about yourself, because you can just play everything by ear.” He was
not sure about the meaning of the expression, “I want to find out who | am”; he thought that it
may have to do with looking for one’s real parents, if one is adopted, or with getting one’s birth
certificate. In any event, he believes that everybody else can know his own true self; they only
need to “hang around with me and... know what | do and what | don’t do.” In sum, Charles
certainly has a sense of self, of being the same person in time and space; his sense of himself,
however, appears to be exclusively embedded in his body, social relations, and actions. He did
not yet construct out of his internal life an inner “substance” that he could experience as his true
self, and that would become an object for reflection and a source of emotional responses.

Only a few years later it is possible to observe a dramatic transformation, a total reversal, not
only in the way the self is understood, but also in how it is perceived and experienced: from lack
of concern for who one is to a keen interest in what is one’s own; from lack of differentiation to
sharp distinctions among one’s traits, from a flat one-dimensionality to the beginning of depth,
from the external to the inner life, from the public to the private, from social blending to emphasis
in individuality, from being good and being liked to being sincere and loyal to oneself.

Middle adolescents, typically (numbers vary from sample to sample), have no difficulty in
grasping the meaning of the question about the true self; they immediately locate the true self in
their inner life, and speak about it as something having the quality of psychological substance:
it is stable, solid though not concrete, and it is real, in fact, their real reality. By contrast, what is
external, including their actions, is superficial, and only a compromising adaptation to social
demands. Here lies the beginning of identity proper. This general orientation to the inner
psychological aspect of oneself, and the tendency to relate to it as one’s “real me” characterizes
also later identity modes.

However, how the “inner” is defined and which of its aspects are especially important differ
greatly from age to age, and determine the specific relation with oneself and the sense of one’s
identity. For the majority of middle adolescents, between the ages of 15 and 20, (but also for
many adults) the inner consists of immediately experienced feelings, emotions, thoughts. These
feelings in fact, as varied as they may be, in their spontaneous immediacy and vividness, are
clearly perceived as very real, and also as uniquely one's own, hidden from others, and
differentiating the person from everybody else. For these adolescents, “l am what | feel, because
| feel it”. Instead, the words one speaks, the gestures one makes, the behaviors one performs,
are accommodations to social demands and expectations; they are compromises, frequently
false and superficial. Therefore, the central core self must be the inner psychological self, in its
given, unconstructed, multiple experiential truth; its immediacy seems to offer a guarantee that
one's essence can be kept uncontaminated from external influence. In addition, for these
adolescents, the inner true self is experienced as naturally given, as a spontaneous expression
of their nature; it can only be observed and explored, but should not be tampered with.

In sum, this way of experiencing identity is differentiated from later identity modes by two central
characteristics: it is constituted by one’s spontaneous life of feelings, emotions, and thoughts,
and is given naturally to one’s observation and reflection. For these reasons we called this
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orientation Identity Observed Mode. But we could also have called it, perhaps more
appropriately, Romantic Identity. In fact, here too, as in classical romanticism, the natural given
is a source of truth and goodness; which should not be tampered with, or artificially modified.
Thus one 18-year-old boy explained his true self as follows: “| would just say and do what | felt
at the time. Usually, when | do that, it turns out more positive...because I'm being myself.” And
he added: “The reality of who you are and who you believe you are are together. They fit
together.” And he continued: “It's not what | do; but it's more, | think, about what | feel inside
than my behavior..., because | think that your feelings about anything that you experience are
telling you about yourself. If | look at the way I'm feeling in a certain situation, that will give me
an indication of where | am mentally.”

Because these adolescents separate the inner from the outer, and drive a sharp wedge between
them, they are faced with a problem that younger children do not experience in the same form,
namely the problem of sincerity, of representing outwardly their internal life. It is understandable,
therefore, how, for these young people, sincerity becomes the most important virtue, while being
phony —the attitude of posturing, pretending to feel what one does not feel, and to be what one
is not, or assuming attitudes that do not correspond to one's inner experience— is one of the
most serious flaws, a real sin, about which adolescents feel righteous and unforgiving. Such
sharp condemnation is difficult to understand unless one realizes that, from these adolescents’
perspective, in being phony, as one boy put it, “you are not being what you really are.” Insincerity,
then, goes quite deep and indicates lack of respect for, and lack of loyalty to, the spontaneous
emotions and beliefs that make up one’s true self. Here lies one central drama of the adolescent
experience: to need and want to belong to one’s group and be accepted by it, to be loyal to
one’s friends; at the same time, to believe that going along with one’s group means to betray the
true self that one is in the process of discovering.

In addition, there is an intrinsic element of instability in the belief that all the emotions and
thoughts one spontaneously experiences are equally parts of one's true self, simply because
they are there and are personally felt. As it became clear during many interviews, several
adolescents sensed a degree of contradiction, just below the surface of their statements: not
only are spontaneous feelings frequently incompatible with each other, but what is naturally felt
and respected because it is natural may not be what, from a different perspective, the
adolescent would like to feel. For instance, one may experience hostility or envy as a
spontaneous emotions and therefore as one’s true self, while at the same time disapproving of
such emotions; and yet, at another level, one may feel bound to accept them as the genuine
aspects of one’s being. To grasp these contradictions and deal with them, however, one would
need to grasp that the true self, to some extent, is the result of responsible choices. This
attitude is not available to many adolescents, because it runs counter the romantic naturalism
of their identity.

This realization constitutes the core of the later, “adult”, way of experiencing identity, what we
called Management of Identity Mode. Those who experience this form of identity make a sharp
selection among the many aspects of their inner self; they place in their essential self the values
they cherish, the ideals they have for themselves, their life standards, or, as one adolescent put
it, “what | believe very strongly and very passionately”. They do not see these aspects as
feelings, but as guidelines for activities and essential commitments. Identity, then, is not
something natural and already completed, but something that should be “managed”, namely,
progressively shaped and actualized in daily activities. In addition, these people seem to realize
that their values and ideals —the essential self— are fragil and need to be protected; therefore,
they extend their responsibility to their identity, not only to actualize it, but also to preserve and
nurture it. As one woman explained, “I am responsible for my true self if | care and protect it...,
to make sure that you are gauging what you do against those particular values, to make sure
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you are being consistent”. These people are not too concerned with sincerity and being phony,
but rather with the possibility of betraying themselves, their core ideals, by “seling out or
compromising your life”, as one older adolescent put it. Then, the very thought of betraying the
values that are the core of one’s identity typically elicits sadness, and a sense of psychological
disaster, of total loss.

This is a completely different relationship to oneself than what is typical of middle adolescents.
Across our samples, such a sense of self was found in about two thirds of well educated adults,
but only in less than one third of equally well educated 18-year-olds. In addition, these
adolescents’ attitudes toward their identity differed in important respects from the adults that
were classified at the same identity mode. Because many central commitments, e.g., to a family
and a profession, were still in the future, their statements of care and responsibility sounded
general and abstract. One exception concerns moral and ethical commitments, that already are
one aspect of most adolescents’ experience. However, these ideals too, as passionately as they
may be expressed, seem to generate somewhat naive commitments, as they were not yet
tested against the appeal of other values, or the demands of life. Adolescents, finally, seem to
lack almost completely that attitude of uncertainty, questioning, and irony toward their identity —
one, namely, that avoids both naiveté and cynicism— that is the mark of very mature adults, and
a result of experiencing disappointment, failure, and also the occasional self-betrayal.

THE CHOICE OF IDENTITY CONTENTS

So far | discussed the forms of identity, the general kinds of identity relationships that people
establish with their true self, through the adolescent years on the way to adulthood. However,
both from the perspective of each person and also in terms of social relations and functioning,
the content is the crucial aspect of identity: we tell ourselves and others who we are by the
contents that we think define us —that | am a doctor or a farmer; that | am a free-thinking atheist
or a devout muslim; a strong nationalist or a believer in international brotherhood, and so on—;
and it is our identity contents that orient our choices and life in society. When one considers the
specific issues around which people construct their identity, the central questions concern how
they go about selecting what matters to them, and the factors that guide and influence their
choices. To be completely blunt, as soon as we try to go beyond the most obvious and banal
statements, we social scientists know next to nothing about these questions. Most of our work,
my own included, | am sorry to say, has been about the forms of identity, probably because
formal aspects are easier to classify and lend themselves to developmental studies.

And yet some general considerations are possible and, | think, useful. Here, | have to limit myself
mainly to one issue, namely, the role that values and ideals have in the construction of identity.
In listening to what people say when they talk about their identity, one is led to a broad
distinction: some seem to ground their sense of self around rather concrete aspects of their life
and circumstances —their gender, race, family roles, social and institutional affiliations, including
their church and political party, the kind of work they do, and, of course, nationality—. These
identities reflect attachments and identifications, that provide the person with a textured sense
of existing, of being the same individual person in the world and in interaction with others. Other
people, instead, seem to focus on more abstract issues, particularly the values they cherish and
the ideals they chose for themselves. For instance, a young adult told us: “I am an architect, and
live for the sense of beauty, that’s really who | am”; another said, “I could not be who | am without
my dedication to science: knowledge and truth are what matters to me”; and a third, “The day
| did not care about social justice anymore, | would no longer be myself.” Other people, using
similar language, mentioned their commitment to the protection of the natural environment; their
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struggle for peace in society; their compassion and humanity. Others, focusing more directly on
themselves, spoke of their search for a spiritual life, of maintaining a sense of honesty and inner
truth, or of achieving freedom from inner compulsions.

This distinction, | think, is important. The common characteristic of concrete identity contents is
to be, at least on the surface, rather precisely determined and well circumscribed. Even in those
cases where identity is based on institutional affiliations or social roles, one knows quite well what
are the implications concerning relationships, duties, expected behaviors, and also emotions. By
contrast, the abstract issues defining the identities of the second kind are open ended: one can
always see new facets in the chosen values, new applications to different circumstances; one
can make progress in pursuing one’s ideal, but the goal is never reached; there always is a
further step to which one is called. In sum, there are no limits to the possibilities of identity, when
its content is defined in abstract terms. Of course, in deciding which contents are concrete and
which are abstracts, one cannot completely trust the words by which they are expressed: behind
the concrete identity of a soldier there may be an abstract concern for the welfare of one’s
country; behind the pride of a union man, one could find a deep concern for social justice. Vice-
versa, abstract sounding expressions may indicate rather concrete, well-defined, identifications:
thus the language of spirituality may simply refer to the subjective importance of being a member
of one’s religious community, while the term, ideal, may be used to simply indicate the
conscientious performance of one’s specific duties.

These two classes of identity contents are related to very different ways of experiencing and
living one’s personal identity, reflecting the different modes | outlined earlier. Of course, concrete
social roles, when they are at the basis of one’s sense of self, can also generate strong personal
commitments; however, the commitment to values and ideals is not confined to precise,
external, definitions; being indefinitely extended in time and across activities in space, it can give
origin to projects that can structure a person’s whole life. Moreover, because these commitments
are expressed through repeated, sometimes creative, choices, they help establishing the sense
of one’s unique individuality, away from, and at times against, social norms and expectations. In
addition, values and ideals, being abstracted from life’s concrete vicissitudes, can provide a
sense of continuity, beyond the flux of events, and beyond the sudden revolutions in institutions,
customs, attitudes, and ideas, that frequently characterize our contemporary experience. To use
only one example, it was interesting to observe the range of reactions to one of the most
dramatic and unexpected changes in the 20th century, the fall of communist regimes in Eastern
Europe. As we know, some people were overjoyed; others seemed not to care one way or
another and adjusted quickly to their new world; others were confused, socially disoriented, and
emotionally crushed, as the institutions to which they were committed and with which they totally
identified had come to an