The Adolescent Self: The Story of Multiplicity and Unity
It is hoped that this paper will highlight some of the significant developmental challenges that young people today face. 
Introduction

The perennial human question concerning ‘the one and the many’ assumes dramatic importance during adolescence - In what sense am I, as a person, both one and many? In the process of defining themselves, adolescents are forced to grapple with multiple selves, many of which appear to be contradictory. From personal narratives, we learn that young people struggle to reconcile these different selves, as well as to determine which is the “real me”
. Such self-reflection is not restricted to the present but extends to one’s future self, what one would like to become.

Contemporary theorising about the self from the perspective of social psychology, sociology and post-modern theory, tends to swing between the self as multiple and the self as unitary. In the first section of this paper the multiple self-concepts of the adolescent are explored as they emerge developmentally during this period: differentiated selves in relational contexts; contradictory selves in middle adolescence; real and ideal, true and false selves; possible/potential selves.  Section two of the paper presents briefly the argument for a unified self and elaborates Susan Crocker’s assertion that the “synthesizing function” is the most important essential abilities of the developing self.
 

The movement beyond personal synthesis to spiritual synthesis, beyond psychosocial identity to the spiritual self is the subject of the final section of the paper. This section puts forward a defensible argument for the ‘spiritual’ as part of the developmental psychology of the adolescent. It then attempts to ground spiritual development in the narratives of two Irish poets. Erikson believed that “the autobiographies of…extraordinarily self-perceptive individuals are one source of insight into the development of identity”
 
The Multiplicity of the Post-modern Self

In developing his portrait of the “Saturated Self”, Kenneth G Gergen observes that as the last century progressed, selves have become increasingly populated with the character of others. He believes that technological advances; easy access to air travel, electronic mail, fax machines and mobile phones, force open the boundaries of the self, so that ‘significant others’ must now include people across geographical space. The poet Paul Durcan illustrates this point humorously and perceptively in conceptualising the phenomenon of ‘Osama Bin Bush’.

Each of the selves we acquire from others can contribute to inner dialogues, private discussions about all manner of events and persons. These internal voices, both real and imagined, have been given different names: invisible guests by Mary Watkins, social imagery by Eric Klinger and social ghosts by Mary Gergen.
  Although the construction of different selves may allow the individual to adaptively respond to different relationships, the demands of these relationships can lead to what William James originally referred to as the “rivalry and conflict of the different Me’s”.

In similar work, Robert. J. Lifton develops the concept of a post-modern “protean self”, named after Proteus, the Greek sea god who possessed many forms. For Lifton, the protean self emerges out of the feeling of being unanchored, of being without psychological moorings.
 He attributes this confusion to rapid societal and economic changes. For Both Lifton and Gergen, these changes have profound implications for self-development, in that they dictate the creation of multiple selves across a variety of social contexts.

The Multiplicity of the Adolescent Self-Concept

The most striking feature of the findings of recent research is the confirmation that children and young people (like adults) today have pluralised consciousnesses.
 Educationalist Michael Grimmit echoes Gergen’s and Lipton’s view in suggesting that pluralism and relativity are the products of post modernity.
 Susan Harter’s extensive research in adolescent development reveals that cognitive-developmental advances conspire with socialization pressures to develop different selves in different relational contexts.

The developmental need for autonomy from parents makes it important to define oneself differently with peers in contrast to parents and adults. The young person may be easygoing and funny with friends, sarcastic and cool with parents, quiet and distant with teachers, sophisticated and all-knowing as he/she engages technologically with the wider world. A critical developmental task, therefore, is the construction of multiple selves that will most likely vary across different roles and relationships. 

In early adolescence these ‘selves in roles’ are quite compartmentalized. Hence, there is a tendency for the young person to be unconcerned about the fact that across different roles certain characteristics of the self are inconsistent or contradictory. 
The Contradictory Nature of the Self

By mid-adolescence, the young person is now cognitively equipped to detect inconsistencies and contradictions in the self. Thus, the adolescent is likely to experience conflict and confusion. According to Robert Kegan, ambivalences or personal conflict, at this stage, are not really conflicts between “what I want and what someone else wants”. When looked into, he says, they regularly turn out to be conflicts between what one part of me wants and what another part wants. The more contradictory selves the young person has internalized in a world of changing family structures, mass media, early sexual activity and multiple partners
, the greater the potential for this type of conflict. To ask somebody in this evolutionary balance to resolve such conflict by bringing the contradictory parts before herself is to name precisely the limits of this way of making meaning.
 

In addition, these seeming contradictions lead to very unstable self-representations, which are also cause for concern. One of Harter’s respondents voices this concern: “I don’t really understand how I can switch so fast from being cheerful with my friends and then getting frustrated and sarcastic with my parents. Which one is the real me?”).The creation of multiple selves, coupled with the emerging ability to detect potential contradictions between self-attributes, naturally cause concern over which attributes define the true self.
Constructing Real and Ideal, True and False Selves

The capacity to recognize a discrepancy between real and ideal selves represents a cognitive advance. However, theorists such as Carl Rogers believe that when the real and ideal selves are too discrepant, it is a sign of maladjustment.  The psychotherapist, Mark McConville, contends that with the emergence of “polar tensions”, the adolescent begins to experience divergent possibilities in the experience of self. The actual and the possible begin to stretch the field of potential experience.
 One young person may be intimidated but he fantasizes himself as fearless. Another may smile sweetly but she feels the push to speak her mind assertively. Such multiple conceptions may lead to a concern and confusion over one’s true and false selves.

In her book, The Drama of Being a Child, 
  Alice Millar attributes the loss of self to attempts to obtain approval, to avoid rejection and to maintain some form of connection to one’s parents. Paradoxically, however, efforts to sustain a relationship and please others that require distortion of the self not only lead to disconnection from one’s true self but disconnection from significant others. 

Whereas Millar sees parents as responsible for the ‘splitting of the self’ in early childhood, Carol Gilligan and Mary Pipher view our Western culture as frequently causing girls to abandon their true selves and acquire false selves. Gilligan talks about ‘loss of voice’- namely the suppression of thoughts and opinions - and sees this as a liability for females in particular. She believes that many females have identified with the stereotype of the ‘good woman’
. According to Mary Pipher, author of Reviving Ophelia
, we live in a look-obsessed, media saturated, ‘girl-poisoning’ culture. To totally accept the prevailing Western cultural definition of femininity is to kill the true self.

Coping with true versus false selves for both sexes, constitutes a formidable adolescent task. These challenges contribute heavily to the young person’s struggle for a unified self.

Unity in the Post-modern Self

Following William James’s distinction between the subjective and objective aspects of selfhood, Dan P. McAdams suggests that the process of “selfing” is one way of unifying the self, even amid the multiplicity of post-modern life.
 To the extent that the modern ‘I’ can relate the ‘me’ as a meaningful story, the I succeeds in meeting the modernist challenge to construe the self as a dynamic, multileveled project that is integrated across time and social space. Selfing is inherently a unifying, integrative, synthesizing process.

Adolescence as Self – Synthesis

The integration of multiple self-concepts into a unified, consistent theory of self represents a developmental advance in adolescence. According to S. Crocker, among the most important essential abilities of the self is its synthesizing function. She writes:
Having access to that complex whole of past experiences through memory, and being able to anticipate the future imaginatively on the basis of past experience, is the work of the self’s synthesizing function. The sense of personal identity is one important result of the self’s referring all of its experiences to itself.

The appropriation of this capacity, this synthesizing function of the self, is one of the defining characteristics of adolescent development.
 As the adolescent self matures, it becomes literally more of a configuration, an assemblage of figures that assumes into its structure the sub selves and inner voices of childhood and earlier adolescents. According to Erik Erikson, it is only when the adolescent is able to select some and discard others of these childhood identifications in accordance with his or her interests, talents and values that identity formation occurs.
 The older adolescent thus achieves a sense of self, self-dependence and self-ownership. In moving from “I am my relationships” to “I have relationships”, there is now somebody who is doing this having. Robert Kegan refers to this as “the new I”
. 
Beyond Psychosocial Identity – the Spiritual Self

Spiritual development, according to Michael Grimmitt, is “the activation of the human capacity for self-transcendence…in which the limitations of human finite identity are challenged by the exercise of the creative imagination”
. The highest and most noble aspirations of which human beings are capable – love, forgiveness, compassion, hope, joy, trust; their yearning for personal wholeness and integration; their sense of being touched and helpless before intense beauty, pain or genuine greatness – all witness to the hierarchy of human needs exceeding the material. The view that all human beings are endowed at birth with a capacity for spiritual awareness cannot be lightly dismissed.

The Spiritual and the Cognitive
 R. Goldman reviews the arguments for an “innate capacity” for spiritual experience in children and adolescents. He believes that spirituality is as much about the intellect as about the emotions and attempts to link spiritual concepts with adolescent cognitive development. 

According to Goldman, the adolescent’s ability to integrate thoughts internally, to operate reversal thinking and to coordinate information into systems, is necessary for an understanding of spiritual concepts such as ‘salvation’, ‘mystery’, ‘judgment of right and wrong’.  In addition, adolescents become able to imagine possible and impossible events and to think of a range of outcomes and their consequences. Logical thinking is possible in terms of symbolic and abstract terms, and reasoning is reversible. All of these developmental acquisitions, according to Goldman, conspire to move adolescents beyond “concrete and unidirectional thinking”, to seek answers to questions of a spiritual nature.

The Spiritual and Self-Awareness

While Grimmitt agrees that it is possible for the development of spiritual awareness to be understood cognitively, he contends that it is “the irreducibility of the spiritual” to any of the other categories by which human experience can be interpreted that strengthens the view that human beings are endowed with “spiritual competence”, and supports the claim that human spirituality is something to be valued.
 It remains self-evident, also, that some spiritual experiences are so profound and personal and mysterious that it is doubtful if they are communicable at all, except through the emotional language of the arts. 

All human understanding of spirituality, however, including that understanding provided by the great religions of the world, links spiritual development with the growth of self-awareness. In other words, implicit in all of the conceptions of the spiritual quest is the notion that it involves our response to the question ‘Who am I?’ That response cannot be made outside of the process of growing in self-knowledge. 

This process involves the adolescent becoming conscious of those beliefs and values which have shaped her as a person, and more particularly, have formed her identity. This will entail becoming aware of those multiple “values-in-role” which the adolescent embraces in different social contexts. Through this process, the adolescent not only begins to identify self-values, he reflects on, re-evaluates and re-interprets the ‘self’ and thus becomes actively involved in its shaping and development.
 Paradoxically, the pluralisation of consciousness to which human beings are subject in our contemporary society may in fact assist this process. In order to synthesize their beliefs, adolescents must expand their consciousness to accommodate new perspectives of meaning in a multicultural, globalised world. 

Human beings do not stand outside the human situation, they both define it and are defined by it. In this sense they do not merely have a capacity to generate ‘spiritual awareness’ but rather are able to recognize and respond to that which is, as it were, already present in themselves, in others and in the world.
 That openness, Martin Buber argued, is founded on man’s innate capacity for wonder. It is a capacity which is particularly manifested in the imaginative vitality of youth:

Youth is a time of total openness. With totally open senses, it absorbs the world’s variegated abundance; with a totally open will, it gives itself to life’s boundlessness.

The Spiritual in Two Narratives of Youth
Our starting point must be individual biography and history. If I am to discover the holy, it must be in my own biography… Is there anything in my experience which gives it unity, depth, dignity, meaning and value – which makes graceful freedom possible? If we can discover such a principle at the foundation of personal identity, we have every right to use the ancient language of the holy.

This section attempts to ground the spiritual in the narratives of two Irish poets
. Both accounts are unpublished reflections on the spiritual dimension of their lives as developing adolescents. Mary O’Malley’s poetry has been described as both “spiritual and political”
. Her themes embrace the child colonized and the adult journey, a poetry exploring love, place, loss and locating the poet’s one true home in language. The Claremorris poet, Patrick O’Brien writes a poetry of great compassion, honesty and integrity. Very close to the stillness of Merton – he carries his own Gethsemane.
 The narratives of both poets reflect a high degree of spiritual awareness from an early age. 

Patrick O’ Brien

O’ Brien recounts early moments of epiphanies, “presences which are etched in the mind as the very contours of the mountain of one’s spirit”. These moments, he says, are contradictory: “They suggest our divided selves, our finitude, creaturehood before something other than ourselves”. There are epiphanies of wonder, amazement, “the first vision of the sea, turning a corner of the road between Ballina and Enniscrone, a gasp of the breath of the spirit”. These moments are not just of large panoramas, but also small things: wild strawberries on unvisited bog roads, sloes in summer, butterflies, dragon flies, seashells:

Some joy entered me, never to depart. Some awe before existence which remains at the very bedrock of my life.

That first wonder before that first sea, before nature, left him vulnerable to the creative God, open forever to the mystical side of the spiritual quest, “ready at some childish level to meet the great spirits of William Blake, Julian of Norwich, Thomas Merton, John of the Cross”.

His first moment of awareness of life’s finitude was much earlier than the adolescent years. His first actual memory, as he now views it, was of the other side of the coin of one’s life, of existence itself. While playing in the kitchen of his home, as a young boy, he toppled over a box of day-old chicks and squashed one to death. His memory is of:

                     The blood-soaked fluff feathers and a first awareness that I was alive, that there was something not good in the air of life. That I was separate. That there was some finality to things.

He was to write a poem about this experience later, in which he concluded:

I will always be that child, in fear that each first step of man is weighed in tears.

From the caring women in his life, his mother and nanny, the initial impression (impressed on the spirit) was a mixture of warmth of presence and some early sense of loneliness of a life hurt:

Beyond all the love, the care…I always had a feeling of a deep loss in life…A woman, and therefore the creative urge of life, wounded, crying in the dark for a lost perfection.

These subliminal things would, and still do, hang over his life. At once moments, times places, faces of perfection; but always the corollary, some huge loss, alienation, defeat at “the broken heart of things”. The place of his childhood would be an extension of these inner feelings. The Bacon Factory which his father managed, offered the gift of that coin to him:

The head of a sacred ritual, a mythic land of skills and humour and jargon, a place where perfections were aimed for. But always the tail side too: squeals of death, the river of blood, the fires of destruction.

Religion was part of it all. An element impossible to separate from other things: Prayers learned by heart, family rosary about the night fire, Grace, the first course of a meal. There was the sense of the church as universal; mission priests visiting the house with stories of Africa, pictures from “The Far East”. This sense of a universal church would be greatly increased in the adolescent years as these would coincide with the events of the Second Vatican Council. As a student in St. Jarlath’s College in Tuam he was kept aware of the events of the Council. This fact, allied to a teaching staff that were often deeply involved in the cultural world of the country – drama and literature – meant that one’s concept of spirituality and religion was fairly advanced:

There was a notion, which has developed with the years, that spirituality cannot be confined to the individual, that it is more than a personal feeling, more than a private relationship with whatever the concept of the transcendent is – God, spirit, the Yin and Yang, nature. There was a sense that there had to be a unity of all one was with all that lay beyond oneself, including God. And a consequent vision that anything which hindered that unity, whether private or social sin, injustice, violence etc., was wrong.

Through his reading of literature, he discovered that place where the spirituality of humanity is explored at its depth. If he has a constellation of saints in his life, many of them are writers – Pasternak, Camus, Levertov, Merton, Berrigan and Beckett. And the recognized saints he loves are also writers – Augustine, John of the Cross, Julian of Norwich. He writes, “In words found The Word. In creators found the Creator”.

If there is a common link joining these reflections together, it is in the double image of an inner sense of perfection (nature, great literature, God) and an equally present sense of imperfection (the dead day-old-chick, some palpable loss in the lives of those he loved, a world of violence, a literature of tragic heroes and heroines). And religion, spirituality as the place where all these come together in prayer and action:

Where in our darkness, we glimpse for a moment a light which draws us deeper into itself, deeper into darkness, deeper into light.
Mary O’ Malley

Mary O’ Malley’s awareness of the spiritual at this time of her life, was also linked to nature: “Though not animist, it was primarily through the sea, the stark physical presence of home that the sense of spirituality was translated”. She experienced the self  as  “unformed”, “inchoate”, seething with loss and longing as well as a guilt for some tribal betrayal she was only beginning to sense would happen as part of her own survival. She was clearly aware of loyalty to her ancestral past, the village and people with whom she grew up and a corresponding draw from the Romantic and Metaphysical poets she was reading at school. That and the Irish poetry which she describes as “linguistically far more accurate in the colour of spiritual language, of the emotions and of longing”.

At an early stage, formal prayer was important, catholic rituals, Blessed Wells: “The church had given me a kind of psychic furniture for the bare self”. This manifested itself in “trying to do good”. But when it became obvious that she couldn’t toe the social line and survive intact, she faced an “impossible dilemma”: To develop, it was important to experiment with life, art, get to know different worlds, against which she could define her own. This, however, would be seen as betrayal by her family. So while she needed and “desperately wanted approval from her mother”, she could never live up to that life. She remembers the first cracks in the pavement, the first fear of slipping through a crevice in her own mind:

I remember Hopkins vividly because if someone else knew all he did about grandeur and danger and the sheer terror of the mind, perhaps I wasn’t alone.

This primeval fear of being alone began in childhood but became morbid on leaving home. She was in love with language and had few friends to communicate with on that level. Images burned in her mind and what she thought was a deeper understanding of religious concepts. She remembers ecstasy and despair, a kind of visionary fervour which the mind told her was unsustainable in the Catholic church. She stopped going to confession, which was difficult, “knowing there might be no-one to forgive you”:

I remember feeling conscious of an alien universe for the first time, of the fear of disintegration…I sat up in the bed at three in the morning with a bone white moon and felt desolation… This was a time of terrible alienation (I include my early twenties as the worst of my adolescence), great longing and desire and the growth of altruism. All in the same breath.

She started writing, went to university, started putting on plays and met people she could talk to. She adds however:

It was a very close thing at times. I dropped acid and that was when I saw what it would be like for the self to come apart at the seams…The spirit would then be occluded, a mirror cracked. That’s how I saw it then, I think. That there were large uncontrollable parts to a person which could become unreachable.

The sea saved her, and music, friends too in university -  “those occasional people who accept you unconditionally”. The less she believed in the church, the more important her spiritual existence became. She depended more and more on the winter storms to express chaos and fury, the calm to express…what? A possible if unattainable state. “This is where God came in, of course, and where he left”.

O’ Malley concludes that the rituals of childhood probably gave her a very clear sense of what she was on that unchangeable level of identity: “and still do – I am very sure of who I am”. Yet, in parallel with that, there was the terror of falling apart: “During adolescence, the conscious building of structures to keep myself intact”. Part of this, she reiterates, was due to the tension between a world she loved and was loyal to, in which she would never quite fit, and a world of literature, drawing her beyond identifications with family. Adolescence was a time in her life when she was most at risk – “but also on the threshold of possibility, of a great explosion of life and discovery”.

Conclusion

Having explored the self in the context of the post-modern era, we saw that the adolescent self has become more laminated, increasingly incorporating a wider world into its structure. This combined with cognitive-developmental advances cause the typical teenager to become preoccupied with the “search for self”, a search that is often characterized by conflict, contradiction and confusion. 

Given the enormous challenges of this developmental phase, it is critical that individuals are supported in their effort to create a reasonably strong sense of self. Mark McConville highlights the need for adolescents to make contact with their interior world if they are to effectively explore and integrate their disparate selves. To support this process, he recommends:

High receptivity, the simple but powerful offering of a safe environment for articulating, sharing, understanding and integrating what is silently borne alone by the self.
 

Adolescents of both genders work out their identities in the context of continuing relationships with others, and males as well as females face intimacy as a central issue leading to adult life. Awareness of the different selves, the ability to stand back and listen to the internal voices that shape our actions, is a necessary part of the process.

This balance between, what Martin Buber calls “Distance and Relation”, leads to the possibility of achieving mutual confirmation. In other words, we can enter into relation only with somebody who has been set at a distance from us.
 In an essential relation, therefore, one life opens to another “so that one experiences the mystery of the other being in the mystery of one’s own.”
 This openness, suggests Buber, is at its strongest in the time of youth.

Mark Freeman asks what it might mean to move towards a “poetics of life history”? G. Steiner answers this, to some extent, in speaking of the “pivotal place of self-portrayal in poiesis”. Poets, he says, do not customarily strive for a mimetic representation of the world. What they often do instead, is re-write the world in such a way that our understanding and appreciation of things, whether outer or inner is brought to a different and deeper level.
 

Both narratives recorded in this paper attest to an early awareness of the “eternal Thou”, a capacity to respond to that which is, according to Buber, already present in the self, in others and in the world. This awareness, we learn from the poets, opens the developing self to great wonder, vulnerability, longing, desire, the growth of altruism, the delight of beauty and creative inspiration. A heightened sensitivity to pleasure and pain, unity and dissolution and an awareness of life both as perfect and imperfect are the gifts of this deeper call. For both poets, this spiritual awareness helped shape their growing sense of self in adolescence, a self forged in contradictions.

Many thanks to Patrick O’Brien and Mary O’Malley for permission to include their research contributions in this article.
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