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ABSTRACT 
Many sociologists writing about modernity are critical of the increasing freedom and corresponding responsibility placed on 
individuals to decide about their own lives. This self-determination requires the construction of a self-narrative through reflexivity. 
Recently, this emphasis on individual responsibility has been related to rising rates of anxiety and mental illness. An aspect that is 
often overlooked in this theoretical framework, however, is the interrelational nature of the self-narrative. This is investigated in 
this paper using the following research question: Can a narrative view of identity construction be considered as more accurate than 
a sociological view and how does this change the perception of risks accredited to individualism?  
Whereas most sociologists frame the narrative self as individualist, theorists like Taylor argue that constructing a stable self-
identity is not possible without a basis of shared values and a recognition of this identity by others. Moreover, this self-identity 
cannot be individually constructed because it is influenced by the cultural, historical and political background of the time as the 
individual constructs their narrative. Thus, the narrative view allows for a nuanced view on the consequences of individualism 
through looking at the complexities of self-narratives 
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A term that has recently been used in the media to 
describe the members of the millennial generation is 
‘snowflake’. This term implies that these individuals 
are all conceiving of themselves as unique and, 
moreover, are overly focussed on themselves and their 
development at the expense of caring for others and 
engaging with politics (The Conversation, 2019). 
Also, these ‘snowflakes’ are seen as weak, sensitive 
and childish (The Conversation, 2019). For a part the 
usage of this term can be seen as a critique of current 
youth, but for another part it criticises the ideal of self-
determination that is characteristic of modern 
individualistic societies. Schwartz (2000) defines self-
determination as having almost unrestrained freedom 
to determine your own path in life by choosing 
activities and hereby shaping the self according to 

 
1 The assumptions that underlie this view that a wide variety of 
cultural constructs, such as the self, contain a narrative structure; 
these constructs can be analysed as narratives and the primary 
form in which humans structure information and assign meaning 
is by creating narratives (Abbot, 2014d) 

personal preferences (Schwartz, 2000, p. 80).  
The metaphor of the snowflake questions this 

ideal because it points out that if individuals may be 
able to shape their lives according to their wishes, they 
could alienate and isolate themselves in the process. 
This idea that individuals can shape their own life at a 
cost of functioning in larger collectives is prevalent 
among sociologists writing about the modern self. I 
will argue that this view is too restrictive. In this paper 
I will review some sociological theory on identity 
construction in modern times in order to contrast it to 

a different view, namely narrative theory. 12This view 
originating from literary studies is often overlooked by 
sociologists, which makes it relevant to consider. 
Narrative theory enables the study of social processes 
as narratives and sheds a more nuanced light on 

2 The assumptions that underlie this view are that a wide variety 
of cultural constructs, such as the self, contain a narrative 
structure; these constructs can be analysed as narratives and the 
primary form in which humans structure information and assign 
meaning is by creating narratives (Abbott, 2014d). 
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identity construction than sociological theory.  
I will try to answer the following research 

question: Can a narrative view of identity construction 
be considered as more accurate than a sociological 
view and how does this change the perception of risks 
accredited to individualism? I will do this by first 
describing some common sociological theories about 
modern selves. In the second section, I will describe a 
narrative view of identity construction that shows how 
complex this process is. Then I will sketch some 
implications of the narrative self on an individual 
(psychological) and collective (political) level. I will 
conclude that a narrative view is not only more 
realistic but also places doubt upon the criticism that is 
often placed upon individualism: that it can form a 
slippery slope into self-absorption and political apathy. 
Sociological theories make it appear as if individuals 
in modern times can have profound influence on their 
own lives as separate from friends, family and larger 
societal structures. When considering narrative theory, 
however, it becomes clear that this vision is flawed as 
the construction of an identity via a narrative can only 
be formed in interaction with others as well as shaped 
by cultural and historical factors.   
 
NARRATIVE SELFS SITUATED IN 
MODERNITY 
 
For Giddens (1990) reflexivity distinguishes late 
modernity from its previous stages. Reflexivity forms 
the link between action and thought (Giddens, 1990, p. 
39). In late modernity, Giddens writes, all actions are 
evaluated, and new actions are based on these 
evaluations. Examples of this can be seen in the 
amount of paperwork done in healthcare facilities and 
universities. Instead of merely practising a certain 
profession it is often expected that professionals reflect 
on and process their own work in order to further 
improve. Modern society works through reflexivity 
and so does the self, by means of the construction of 
its biography (Giddens, 1990). Individuals shape their 
selves according to how they view themselves and 
how they would like to progress in the future. This is 
done through consumption and collecting experiences 
to form a personal ‘collage’. According to Giddens 
(1990), capitalism enforces the idea of a self-identity 
that can be developed through consumption of goods 

and services. Examples of this are the self-help book 
and, perhaps similarly, a ‘life design’ academy that 
was recently opened in Arnhem, the Netherlands 
(NRC, 2019). The founder of the academy, Twan 
Verdonk, used his expertise on design to help 
individuals who feel out of control about their life 
course ‘design their lives’. He is convinced that 
individuals using his programme are able to 
profoundly influence their life paths by making 
choices that fit with the values they care about in life. 
In modern times, he says, people have so much to 
choose from that they can get overwhelmed. To solve 
this, they should consider their lives from the basics 
and work up to include ‘extras’ from there.  

Another example of this reflexive identity 
creation through consumerism is maintaining a certain 
exercise regime or diet. The choice for such practices 
is made reflexively: specific food preferences and 
fitness exercises are chosen based on previous 
experiences or others’ recommendations. 
Interestingly, Giddens (1991b) considers the self as a 
narrative formed by connecting actual experiences into 
a narrative self instead of as derived from others’ 
reactions. Thus, according to this view, in the modern 
world, the individual reflexively constructs its own 
biography relatively independently.  

Beck & Beck-Gernheim (2002) write that 
individuals are expected to responsibly navigate a 
rapidly changing world. Institutions still put 
constraints on individual choices as was the case in 
premodern times (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991a, p. 5). 
A profound change in modern times, however, is that 
individuals are required to make choices themselves, 
while many life choices used to be determined on the 
basis of social class or tradition. Even insignificant 
choices are thoroughly deliberated because individuals 
feel responsible for all types of life choices. The new 
aspect of modern individualisation is that it has 
become widespread among the population and now 
forms a foundation to society in that it has become a 
desired way of living (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 
2002). Since every choice has become an object of 
personal deliberation, individuals feel responsible for 
many aspects of their lives. A modern phenomenon 
that illustrates this is ‘FOMO’. It stands for ‘Fear of 
Missing Out’ and refers to the choice overload of the 
modern individual. There is not just simply more to 
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choose from in an individualist world, but individuals 
are also expected to make these choices for 
themselves. This can cause anxiety about possibly 
missed opportunities when making a wrong choice. A 
Dutch student describes such an experience in a 
university paper (DUB.com, 2019). The student writes 
that he made the conscious decision not to take 
extracurriculars during the summer holidays. Some 
peers, however, did decide to take them. This was 
enough to make the student feel anxious about a 
missed opportunity even though he was fairly 
confident he made the most desirable decision at that 
moment. On the one hand, individuals have become 
freer to decide on the life they want, but paradoxically 
there is no escape from practising this freedom. The 
picture painted by sociologist writing about modernity 
is that individuals have more options to take about 
their lives and reflect on these in a narrative manner to 
evaluate them.  
 
NARRATIVE STRUCTURING OF THE SELF 
 
However, narrative theory sheds a different light on 
identity construction, revealing its complexity. A 
narrative view accompanies nuances and intricacies of 
individual lives. In order to be able to view ourselves 
as individuals that change through time and are able to, 
at least partly, direct this change, we need to view our 
lives in a narrative form (Polkinghorne, 1991, p. 144; 
Abbott, 2014c, p. 130). Narratives give structure to a 
loose collection of events, that can then be related to 
the whole of the narrative (Polkinghorne, 1991). 
Polkinghorne (1991, p. 141) writes that self-narratives 
are constructed as follows: we experience events, 
place them in a temporal frame and then place it into 
our existing narrative. The self is situated in the middle 
of the story and constructs it from there. This narrative 
can only be coherent if we combine our idea of our past 
self with our present activities and future goals 
(Polkinghorne, 1991, p. 144; Giddens, 1991b). For 
example, if a student attends class even though they 
don’t feel well they might place this into their narrative 
about being a good student. That narrative was already 
constructed before they went to class and the event is 
interpreted to support the narrative. 

The relationship between events and the 
narrative as a whole, however, is more complex: 

narratives are given meaning by events, but events can 
also assign meaning to a narrative. The student would 
view the event of going to class differently if they had 
constructed an alternative pre-existing narrative. 
Furthermore, Polkinghorne (1991, p. 142) argues that 
events only gain meaning by being placed within a 
narrative. If the narrative is changed by some major 
events, events included in it also gain a different 
meaning retrospectively. Encounters between two 
people who later enter a relationship are seen as 
significant in retrospect, when at the moment they 
occurred they were not seen as unusual. Thus, self-
narratives continuously change in meaning based on 
new events occurring or new interpretations of earlier 
events. These inconsistencies complicate the 
construction of a coherent view of ourselves through a 
narrative to create a stable identity. 

It is also relevant to reflect on which 
position(s) the self is to take in or to the narrative: 
author, narrator, character or critic (Schechtman, 2011, 
p. 412). If the self is the author of its biography, as 
Beck & Beck-Gernsheim (2002) write, the individual 
is in control. If the self is considered a mere character, 
however, it seems individuals are subjects of where 
their narrative takes them. The distinction described by 
Mead between the ‘I’ and ‘Me’ is helpful for 
understanding the positioning of the self to its 
narrative (Mead as cited in Dillon, 2014). The ‘Me’ is 
the experiencing subject and the ‘I’ is the way the ‘Me’ 
reflects onto these experiences (Jackson, 2010). This 
similar distinction can be seen in Giddens’ work: 
individuals are selves, and reflexively construct their 
self-identity or narrative self. Giddens and Beck view 
the individual as author of its biography. An author is 
a writer of a narrative that is often but not always 
situated outside of the world in which the story takes 
place. An exception is an autobiography, in which the 
author is also a character. The self cannot easily be 
viewed as the writer of its autobiography because the 
self-narrative is continuously modified. If self-
narratives are considered autobiographies, it seems 
more likely that the self is a narrator in its 
autobiography (Polkinghorne, 1991, p. 145).  

Another way to look at the position of the self 
within the narrative is from the concept of focalisation; 
the lens through which characters and events are 
viewed in the narrative (Abbott, 2014b). It may be 
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accurate to consider the self the focalising entity of its 
narrative. If the self focalises, it experiences the 
narrative and thus is a character but is also its narrator. 
It seems reasonable to say the self is a character in its 
narrative because it makes choices that influence the 
course of the narrative. The critic can be seen as the 
entity that evaluates the self and looks reflexively for 
its future goals. Thus, we can see in the critic the 
reflexivity of Giddens and the ‘I’ of Mead. The self 
cannot be said to have a single position in constructing 
its narrative but always experiences actively and 
reflects upon experiences to include them in the 
narrative. The varied position of the self in connection 
to its narrative shows that individuals are not always 
the controlling author of the self-narrative. 

     
SELF-REFLEXIVITY AS AN INTERRATIONAL 
CHARACTERISTIC 
 
Another advantage of narrative theory compared to the 
sociological theories of Beck and Giddens is that it 
shows the importance of interpersonal relationships in 
self-narratives. Beck (1992, p. 92) writes that 
individualisation has been empirically verified to exist 
and, moreover, is a moral ideal. Individuals report that 
they prefer to decide their lives for themselves. But 
when considering precisely the way they tell stories 
about their life choices another picture arises. Mason 
(2004) argues against the individualist idea of the self 
that is brought forward by many sociologists writing 
about modernity. Mason (2004) argues that these 
accounts are influential but do not put enough 
emphasis on interpersonal relationships that are 
indispensable to the construction of a self-narrative. 
Mason (2004, p. 166) researches residential narratives 
by conducting interviews and discovers that they give 
a multi-layered idea of the narrative self. Interviewed 
respondents did not just talk about themselves but the 
experiences around moving houses and living 
arrangements were also related to the condition of 
others in one’s life, work, the economy and politics of 
the time. According to this study, the self is not always 
the primary focus of a self-narrative. Mason (2004, p. 
167) concludes that the narratives revealed a relational 
rather than individual sense of agency and identity that 
arises out of recounted life stories. Thus, we should not 
speak of selves in relation but relational selves 

(Mason, 2004, p. 177). Some examples of extreme 
group situations can make this even more clear. The 
Stanford prison experiment, although contested, 
shows that a group narrative can have profound 
consequences for behaviour and consequently on self-
narratives as they are altered to previously performed 
behaviour. 

Jackson (2010) writes about the relevance of 
Mead’s work for contemporary understandings of the 
self. Jackson (2010) argues that Giddens has not paid 
enough attention to this view in his characterisation of 
the narrative self. For Mead, the ‘self’ is a process that 
is carried out in interaction with others from which a 
self-identity can be derived. (Mead as cited in Jackson, 
2010). Polkinghorne (1991, p. 146) shares this view 
and argues that self-narratives are not narcissistic 
because we include others in the narrative and others 
influence its course. This is different from Giddens’ 
view that sees the self as a project that is carried out by 
the individual. Just like Giddens, Mead says 
individuals are defined by their past but that self-
narratives are constructed through interpretations of 
past events (Jackson, 2010). However, for Mead, 
reflexivity also means positioning yourself in relation 
to others. He argues that our idea of a ‘self’ arises in 
relation to and in interaction with others (Jackson, 
2010). He says that in new situations there is increased 
reflexivity and self-awareness. Knowing this, it could 
be concluded that Mead would agree with Giddens that 
reflexivity is important in modernity because the social 
reality has become more dynamic or fluid. But Mead 
furthermore shows the importance of relationships and 
social context for the construction of narratives. 
  
IMPLICATIONS OF THE SELF-NARRATIVE 
 
Polkinghorne, (1991, p. 144) writes that the kind of 
narrative that is viewed as ideal depends on cultural 
and historical circumstances. Such narrative moulds 
that we use, Abbott (2014c) calls ‘masterplots’. In 
modernity, the masterplot of self-determination can be 
seen as a major source of the idealised self-narrative. 
With these narratives, individuals attempt to reach 
self-fulfilment by making their own choices to work 
towards self-defined goals. Taylor (1991a) calls this 
the ‘ethic of authenticity’, highlighting that this is a 
moral ideal; it is the right thing to do. The ethic of 
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authenticity encourages individuals to behave in a way 
that is unique to them and in order to do this they have 
to decide about their life choices. In conditions of 
modernity, identity is not given but created which 
gives rise to a search for uniqueness (Taylor, 1991c). 
Beck (1992b p. 94) gives an example about 
competition in the work force. If everyone has roughly 
the same qualifications, job applicants have to 
emphasise something unique about them that makes it 
compelling to hire them. Here, like Giddens (1990) 
writes, jobs are used as a means of identity 
construction: a special job makes for a more unique 
self-narrative. When considering the self-narrative as 
part of the ethic of authenticity, it becomes clear that 
some theorised implications of the construction of self-
narratives are misplaced. The implications on a 
psychological level, however, are worth paying special 
attention to. 
 
Implications on an individual level 
The ethic of authenticity implies a self-authorship in 
which all choices are actively deliberated. This might 
be why modern individuals often struggle to 
continuously construct the narrative. Self-narratives 
are fluid and unfinished. This can make them appear 
chaotic, incoherent or seem like a stream of events 
without leading to a complete narrative with a unified 
meaning (Polkinghorne, 1991, p. 145). This can lead 
to the fragmented self that is in modern times often 
associated with burn-out, mental illness and anxiety. 
Giddens is critical about the ideal of authenticity: 
“‘authenticity’ becomes both a pre-eminent value and 
a framework for self-actualisation, but represents a 
morally stunted process” (Giddens 1991a, p. 9). So, 
while self-actualisation is often conceived of as a 
process of personal growth, Giddens considers it to be 
impaired moral growth. Giddens and Beck admit this 
new self can offer many opportunities in terms of 
freedom but the flipside of this is meaninglessness if 
people fail to construct their narrative and thereby their 
life successfully (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).  

It is not hard to imagine this if we consider 
the paradox in modernity between the idea of total 
control and predictability and at the same time the rise 
of impersonal, structural forces. Individuals in the 
modern world strive for a united self through narrative 
but have to do this in an increasingly fragmented world 

(Giddens, 1991a). Also, the possibility of shaping the 
narrative self leads to a dilemma between having an 
unchanging, defined self that is shaped by traditional 
structures or a self that is so flexible that is becomes 
empty and is only ‘authentic’ in others’ considerations 
(Giddens, 1991a). So, on the one hand, individuals 
who are afraid of the freedom that modernity offers, 
fully define themselves according to authority and 
existing structures while others ‘lose’ themselves in 
extensively trying to define it authentically. These 
views show that a responsibility to construct a unique 
self-narrative can put pressure on individuals that can 
have serious consequences.   
 
Implications on a collective level 
According to some thinkers the personal struggle to 
construct a fitting narrative also has consequences on 
the collective level. Sennett (2017) seems to imply that 
the ideal of an authentic narrative self is eroding 
citizenship and political participation. Sennett (2017) 
writes that the public life is increasingly filled with 
personality. Individuals tend to focus on themselves 
instead of thinking about the greater collective without 
regard of their specific position. In political life, 
Sennett (2017) writes, individualist thinking has 
become engrained. Politicians and public figures like 
Donald Trump are not popular for their ideas or 
aspirations but because of their charisma and 
interesting private lives. Thus, Sennett (2017) writes 
that a private life is preferred above risky involvement 
in public collectives.  

Taylor (1991c) understands these views but 
does not agree that political participation must be 
declining because of individualism. First, Taylor 
sketches some important changes in modern time that 
Beck (1992) also touches upon: individuals have 
become more independent from tradition and 
hierarchies and have become more equal. These 
developments interact with the rise of individualism 
and the ethic of authenticity. The independency 
triggers the need to focus on a unique self-narrative. 
Taylor (1991c) also gives examples of how this ideal 
can lead to decreasing political participation. Like 
Beck (1992b), he touches upon single issue activism 
that is not aimed towards a sustainable change for the 
collective. This resembles the snowflake metaphor: 
individuals choose one unique topic to address but fail 
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to connect it to other issues and communities. Also, he 
says that the idea of equal rights and citizenship can be 
difficult to combine with a culture in which everyone 
tries to be uniquely different. Not everyone may have 
the means to create a unique identity. This requires 
various personal and financial investments. But Taylor 
(1991c) does not think that these political 
consequences are a direct result of the ethic, but a 
result of the ethic in interaction with the various 
societal development like rationalisation and 
individualisation. Rationalisation describes a process 
in which the modern age becomes increasingly 
dominated by calculability, knowledge and means-end 
rationality. The reflexive construction of a self-
narrative fits this broader process.  The ethic of 
authenticity, Taylor (1991b) says, requires others to be 
sustained. For individuals to view themselves as 
unique, they must be seen as unique by others and feel 
accepted. Using Taylor (1991a) it can be said that the 
ethic is misunderstood by sociologists as being 
individual, while Taylor (1991a) shows that it is 
inherently social and cannot exist without recognition 
from others. Taylor (1991b) argues that this can also 
be seen on a larger scale: people still want to belong to 
a nation or a group and this will keep them engaged in 
politics if they realise the importance of mutual 
recognition. According to Taylor, the ideal of self-
determination as such cannot be the cause of declining 
political participation. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
I have tried to make clear that a narrative view of 
identity construction can be more precise and realistic 

than sociological views. According to sociologists, 
modern societies condition individuals to make 
personal choices and use these to reflexively construct 
their lives and self-image. These sociological views 
sketch modern societal developments interestingly but 
are unable to portray individual complexities, unlike 
the narrative view. This view provides no consensus 
about the form or structure of the narrative self, the 
role of the self in constructing the narrative or about 
the consequences that could arise from it in interaction 
with societal developments. But it does reveal a more 
comprehensive view on identity construction that can 
be found in looking at the interdependencies between 
people and acknowledging that the narrative self 
cannot exist without the existence and approval of 
others.  

The narrative self is just as dependent on 
social ties as a self grounded in hierarchy or tradition. 
Thus, he distinction that sociologists often make 
between a traditional self focussed on a collective and 
the modern, individual self is overstated. When using 
this narrative view, the implications of individual 
identity construction can be investigated. It becomes 
clear that the ideal of creating a unique identity cannot 
by itself lead to political disinterest or self-absorption. 
However, the responsibility for self-development can 
lead to dire consequences at a personal level as seen 
from the rise of burn-out rates. Therefore, awareness 
of the social aspect of the self might be able to help. 
The interesting thing about the analogy of the 
snowflake, after all, is that actual snowflakes are 
indeed all unique, but they do form a united whole 
when they are grouped together.
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