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Emergence of Identity

Children begin to form their identities first in relation to their parents. Identity formation is socialized development. Infants and children learn culture and meaning from the world around them. Their first picture of the world around them is home life. From a systems perspective, the child (and throughout the lifespan) learns in three aspects: symbols deriving from components, symbols deriving from the system, and symbols deriving through the environment (Curry, 1970). Let’s take the example of language learning in childhood from a systems perspective. First, children learn language through symbols of their initial setting. Each component is set for the child to learn as she/he goes. Parents play an integral part in setting the environment for the child. Judith Rich Harris states that parents are most important in the first two years of their child’s life; parents then lose influence to other system influences and the environment (i.e., culture, society, mores, taboos) (1998, 7-8). Second, as objects are matched with words meaning is derived. Often times these meanings were learned by the parents as well. Thus, meaning is consequential to the system at large. Siblings and broader familial relationships become of importance in learning language and meaning (Feldman, 2005, 428-430). Third, children form meaning as a part of a wider world or system in developing language. Harris states that focus on learning and identity lies in the person’s immediate context: the peer group. Throughout the lifespan, the peer group is most influential on how and what we learn and how we are (and want to be) perceived (1998, 379-391). Language formation and identity formation are similar in that it is continuous process and part of a wider system. In the following essay, identity formation through the lifespan will be discussed. First, a discourse on childhood and pre-adolescent development will occur. Second, a discussion on adolescent identity will be formulated. Third, a discourse on identity as it pertains to the remainder of the life course. 

In infancy and childhood so much is taking place. Physically, motor skills and rapid growth are of primary importance. Cognitively, information processing and language development are underway. Socially, awareness of relationships and self arise. Many discussions of identity formation take place around personality. Personality is linked with the formation of the self. Theorists like Freud, Jung, and Erikson have developed ideas around “ego formation.” Other theorists like Ainsworth and Bowlby have developed ideas around attachment as it pertains to the formation of personality. Yet another theorist, Piaget, developed ideas to understand a child’s reaction to the world around it. Following the introductory paragraph outline, an ecological model can be formed in understanding identity formation. First, psychoanalysts speculated what develops independently. Freud and Erikson utilized specific stages to mark a child’s journey of self. Ainsworth and Bowlby both discovered that a bond with parents in important in later development of the individual. Piaget focused on how an individual altered itself as she/he was presented with a different set of symbols and meanings. This micro, meso, and macro understanding of identity formation will help us to ground the pervading identity formation theory as presented by Erik Erikson. It must be said that there are dissenting and important voices in the study of identity formation. Carol Gilligan studied women’s development in light of modern psychological theory. Gilligan states that the modern theorists focus on male development because it is there context and because women have been viewed in light of the relationships they have built (i.e., spousal and parental relationships). “[W]omen not only define themselves in a context of human relationship but also judge themselves in terms of their abilities to care. Women’s place in man’s life cycle has been that of nurturer, caretaker, and helpmate, the weaver of those networks of relationships on which she in turn relies. But while women have thus taken care of men, men have, in their theories of psychological development, as in the economic arrangements, tended to assume or devalue that care” (Gilligan, 1983, 17). This essay has too narrow a purpose to venture farther into the debate between Gilligan and male theorists. This mention ad quote ought to serve as awareness to the wider angle of theory. 


Erikson offers an intersection of theory from identity formation throughout the lifespan and adolescent identity crisis and change. Erikson has eight steps of identity formation. (The first four steps I will mention below, while the fifth step will be mentioned in the next section, “Adolescent Identity,” and the final steps will be mentioned in the last section of the essay, “Identity Formation Beyond Adolescence.”) In each of the steps Erickson raises dichotomies of the stage. He theorizes that the individual has a potential for either one or the other but not necessarily both. Each of the stages brings to the fore the fragility of healthy identity formation.

The first step Erikson mentions is “basis trust v. mistrust.” A child attached to her/his parents learns trust through simple though necessary tasks such as feeding and security (Erikson, 1959/1980, 57-67). This stage brings to the fore the importance of the parental bond and attachment therein. A mistrust of the parent could result in unhealthy relationships later in life according to Erikson. 

The second step is “autonomy v. shame and doubt.” A child gains some independence as she/he learns tasks on their own. Because tasks take time to master, a child makes mistakes. These mistakes can cause shame or doubt in attempting or completing these tasks (1959/1980, 67-77). 

The third step is “initiative v. guilt.” A child learns the potential for acting autonomously in world (1959/1980, 78-87). The drive of the child to benefit from this learned potential far reaches this stage of development. 

The fourth step is “industry v. inferiority.” A child gains a skill level for autonomous interaction with the world and utilizes it to gain further independence. This stage offers great reward and/or great loss (1959/1980, 87-93). In these four stages, the child continues to build skill sets for completing tasks and for interpersonal interaction. From this point, Erikson theorizes on adolescent identity. Erikson bases most of his identity theory in adolescence because of the significant level of socialization that takes place in adolescence. Also, adolescents align themselves the amenability to peer group beliefs and mores. 

Adolescent Identity

The fifth step of Erickson’s identity formation is “identity v. identity diffusion.” This stage is the induction of adolescence (1959/1980, 94-100). Erikson marks this stage with distinctive title “ego identification.” Ego identification opens the adolescent to advanced socialization. Erikson mentions peer groups as an influential group in this stage (95). Whereas, Harris states of peer group importance is influential at age 3 or 4. This difference is significant as we continue Erikson’s theory inclusive of parents as influential members of the family life cycle. Identity diffusion is a problem in this stage. For one to diffuse would be a failure of ego identification. A dispersed identity is that which is never healed or stuck. 

One theorist offered insight to the function of ego identification. James Marcia, following Erikson, formulated three types of identity formation or ego identification within Erikson’s fifth stage, “identity v. identity diffusion.” These three are identity achievement, moratorium, and foreclosure. Marcia stated that adolescent identity settled between crisis and commitment (Feldman, 2005, 422). These three relate to crisis or commitment through ego identification. In his commentary in Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, Marcia relates the notion of crisis and commitment to suicide. He states that an adolescent has the potential to commit suicide if the ego identifcation is threatened (Marcia, 2003). This psychosocial approach helps to understand adolescents in their context. Let’s take this example of suicide from this monograph to describe the three types of ego identification in Erikson’s stage five. First is identity achievement. Identity achievement is described as adaptable strength in times of change or crisis (Coleman, 1996, 35-36). Suicide in this formation would be hard to imagine. Identity achievement means to be comfortable in one’s own skin. Second is moratorium. Moratorium is a detachment from relationships that have been formative for the adolescent. The importances of relationships for adolescents are the levels of perceptions that are gained from being in them. Suicide in this state would be logical. When withdrawn from others suicide seems more plausible (Durkheim, 1897/1951). This stage also may result in withdraw from reality altogether. Third is foreclosure. Foreclosure is an adolescent unwilling to embrace change. The adolescent will stagnate or diffuse in ego identification if change is threatened. Suicidal teens may feel there is no hope beyond that feeling in their life. 
Identity Formation Beyond adolescence

The final three stages of Erikson’s identity formation theory were not written on extensively by Erikson. Adulthood poses a larger angle for developmental theory. In order to appreciate Erikson, one must see that this is work in progress. 

The sixth step is “intimacy v. isolation” (1959/1980, 100-103). Mate selection and epigenesis of belief system are nodal points of this stage. The closeness one finds in a mate is essential to forming and finalizing intimate relationship. Also, the creation and substance of a life philosophy brings a different level of intimacy with the world around the individual. One fear after childhood and adolescence is isolation, loneliness and solitude. Because humans are social creatures, some fear being without company, especially company which knows and trusts that individual.

The seventh step is “generativity v. stagnation” (1959/1980, 103-104). Adults find meaning in producing work whether it is public (marketplace) or private (home). If one stalls in this generativity one is tempted to take on other activities in order to be “productive.” Cheryl Bradley and James Marcia studied persons between the ages of 42 and 64 to test their generativity. The study brought forth a continuum in Erikson’s stage seven: generative, agentic, communal, conventional, and stagnant (Bradley & Marcia, 1998). In this study each of these subjects were asked a qualitative interview. The researchers measured involvement and inclusivity (commitment and change, respectively). The study concludes by offering the seventh step adults opportunities to self-test. Growth through change brings resilience.

The eighth step is “integrity v. despair and disgust” (1959/1980, 104-105). Fulfillment in life is a major thrust in understanding one’s identity at life’s end. Individual retrospection reviews the productivity amid the potential. One may find themselves pleased or discouraged. 


In all of Erikson’s stages there is overlap. However, overall, Erikson theory offers insight into the ways we understand ourselves and how we interact with others. 
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