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Understanding and Critiquing Modern Ideas of Self and Identity 
 

Questions of identity, debated since the origins of Western philosophy, have been sharpened recently by 
an unprecedented growth in the number of possibilities for self-presentation offered by modern 
technology and social media. This capacity for almost limitless re-invention of the self, heightened by the 
influence of post-modern thought and queer theory, has potentially profound and far-reaching 
implications for mental health, social cohesion, and personal autonomy. The Christian worldview, which 
presents identity as both a given and an evolving narrative of self, offers an opportunity for Christian 
apologists to engage with one of the major issues of our age.  
 
Glynn Harrison is Emeritus Professor of Psychiatry, University of Bristol, UK, where he was a 
practising consultant psychiatrist and Chair of the Department of Psychiatry. He preaches locally and 
speaks widely on issues of faith and psychology, neuroscience, and psychiatry. He is especially focused 
on supporting men’s ministries and fostering the development of Christian leaders and pastors. 
 
 

1. What is identity and why should we care?  
a. A dimension of personhood 

 
 
 
 

b. ‘A culturally and socially mediated self-definition, which is practically relevant to 
one’s orientation to life’ 

 
 
 
 

c. Narrative as the central form of self-reflection and evaluation 
 
 
 
 

d. Identity and human flourishing 
 
 
 

2. Philosophical concepts of identity: a brief history 
a. Charles Taylor’s view of identity: enlightenment construct experienced as a 

monological/dialogical task 
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b. Paul Ricoeur’s notions of ‘idem’ and ‘ipsem’ dimensions of narrated self 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c. Charle’s Taylor’s integration of identity with self-evaluation (‘strong 
evaluations’) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Psychological concepts of identity: a brief history 
a. Erikson’s ‘ego strength’: the importance of subjective continuity and coherence 

for flourishing 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Roger’s search for the authentic self 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c. The hegemony of sexual identities 
 
 
 

4. Our post-modern Babel of Identity: a multiplicity of incoherent and unrelated languages 
of the self 

a. Consumerism and the marketing of self-invention 
 
 
 

b. Social media: platforms of self-invention 
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c. MMROPG (Massively multiplayer online role-playing game): virtual worlds of 
self-invention 

 
 
 

d. Post-modern concepts of the self as linguistic construct 
 
 
 
 

 
5. Identity confusion and the challenge to human flourishing (Stability of relationships; 

empathy; character and predictability; social cohesion; existential malaise) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Identity and the Image of God 
a. Created ‘in the image of God’: a human given. 

 
 
 

b. ‘You shall be as gods’: Identity, the fall and the burden of self-narration 
 
 
 

c. Identity in Christ: both a given and a (dialogical) process 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Realising what we imagine: the pastoral task 
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