Abstract:

Identity and Ideology: A Critical Look at Theories of Adolescent Identity Development
In Erik Ericson’s foundational conceptualization of the adolescent identity crisis he said that the adolescent mind is “an ideological mind” (p 263, 1963).  Post-Eriksonian theories of identity development have attempted to approach the process through an emphasis on exploration and commitment to ideological tenants in different spheres of life (Marcia, 1983), an incorporation of ideological components into a narrative account of self (McAdams, 1993), and an insistence that an adaptation of identity formation to a post-modern environment calls for a de-centralization of previous conceptions of a ‘core self’ (Rattansi and Phoenix, 1997).  All of these approaches have produced valuable insights into our understanding of identity development.  In this paper, I offer a critique of these theories based on a closer consideration of the constraints placed on the human life cycle by biological and social necessity.  Furthermore, I propose that an examination of the types of master narratives adolescents use to shape personal narratives and inform ideological choices will reveal some of these constraints.  In pre-modern societies, available narratives take the form of mythologies adapted to both identity development and cultural context.   In media-centered cultures, master narratives can be found in the books and movies adolescents consume.  The challenge facing today’s adolescents may be coping with the need to create a flexible but coherent identity based on media.  I conclude that it is only by adapting to the human need for certain forms of ideological content during identity development that a society can promote social and psychological well-being. 
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