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What is „identity‟? 
How do we define who we are? 



Exploring Issues of Identity and Belonging 

What is „belonging‟? 
How and why do we „belong‟ to a group? 
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How are identity and belonging related? 

 

So what is your story? 
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What is the basis of identity? 
 Genetics? 

 Psychological make-up? 

 Environment? 

 

Can you prioritise these factors? 
Justify your responses. 
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Is there a difference between identity, 
personality and character? 

 

IDENTITY: a) the quality or condition of being a specified person or thing. 

         b) individuality, personality. (Oxford English Dictionary) 
 

PERSONALITY: a) person‟s distinctive character or qualities. 

      b) socially attractive qualities. (Oxford English Dictionary) 
 

CHARACTER : a) the collective qualities or characteristics, especially  
        mental or moral, that distinguish a person or thing.  
        (Oxford English Dictionary) 

     b) Character … was the central moral concept for my  
        father and Hora. It stood for a settled disposition for 
        which it was possible rightly to admire someone …  

         they expressed a suspicion of personality because they 
        believed it to be superficial and changeable.” (p. 101-2, 
        Romulus, My Father, Raimond Gaita) 
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What aspects are important in establishing a sense of identity? 

 

 

 

         

        Can you prioritise 
                 these factors?  
                            Justify your  

        responses. 

 

A verse from the Veda says, „What you 
see, you become.‟ In other words, just 
the experience of perceiving the world 
makes you what you are. (Deepak 
Chopra) 

“Repetition builds continuity,  

Continuity builds history, 

History builds Identity.”  

(Roshan Samtani) 
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Is there a difference between a person‟s 
 

“It matters not what you 
are thought to be, but 
what you are.” (Publius 
Syrus)  

Two Opposing Views: 

OR 

“We are what other 
people say we are. We 
know ourselves chiefly 
by hearsay.” (Eric 
Hoffer) 

 
Do you have a private and public self? 
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Psychologists on Identity 
 

 Maslow believed that lower   

 needs in the hierarchy are  

 dominant. Basic needs 

 must be satisfied before 

 growth motives are fully  

 expressed. Desires for self 

 actualization are reflected 

 in various meta-needs. 
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Basic needs: 

Esteem and Self Esteem 

Home and Belonging 

Safety and Security 

Physiological Needs. 

 

Psychologists on Identity (cont.) 

Growth Needs: 

Self-actualization as 
expressed through meta-
needs such as wholeness, 
perfection, completion, 
justice, richness, aliveness, 
beauty, uniqueness, 
playfulness, autonomy and 
meaningfulness. 

This model suggests belonging 
is more important than identity. 

Do you agree?  

Source: Introduction to Psychology, Dennis Coon 
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Psychologists on Identity (cont.) 
 

Sigmund Freud (1856 1939) - personality is  

determined at an early age through the interaction and  

completion between the ego, id and superego.  These are  

hidden feelings and by explaining and uncovering them  

the outer character of a person is explained. 
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Psychologists on Identity (cont.) 
 

Carl Jung (1875-1961) - the personality develops 

and changes after childhood.  Personality is influenced by 

spiritual and rational qualities and the inherited wisdom 

and experience of earlier centuries - the collective 

unconscious. 
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Psychologists on Identity (cont.) 
 

Alfred Adler (1870 -1937) - social forces shape 

personality – we are free to choose our own destinies. 



Exploring Issues of Identity and Belonging 

Psychologists on Identity (cont.) 
 

Carl Rogers (1902 – 1987 ) -  „self acceptance is the 

beginning of change; the ideal self can be realized only 

with an honest assessment of strengths and weaknesses.‟ 
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Psychologists on Identity (cont.) 
 

Erik Erickson (1902-1994) – there are eight stages of 

personality development from childhood to old age.  At   
each a crises has to be faced successfully. This crisis of  
adolescence is the essential one to overcome. 
 
 

“Identity formation is „a process of simultaneous reflection and 
observation, a process taking place on all levels of mental 
functioning by which the individual judges himself in the light of  
what he perceives to be the way in which others judge him in  
comparison to themselves; while he judges their way of judging  
him in the light of how he perceives himself in comparison to  
them‟.”              

   Reorganise this quote into    
             point form to clarify the    
             meaning. 
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Philosophers on Identity 
 

   Aristotle (384 BC - 322 BC) – is a classical 

Greek philosopher who focused on belonging and 
believes human beings are social creatures – even in 
a distant land. We rely on the family, city and state. 

 

        “A friend is a second self.”  

 

http://www-groups.dcs.st-and.ac.uk/~history/PictDisplay/Aristotle.html
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

    Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770 -1831)  
    - a German philosopher from the romantic era. He believes in 

the importance of the social side of self. The public good is 
considered more important than the individual.  

 
   The need to understand our social and cultural background is 

essential to our identity. We can only see ourselves through 
our reflection in others and in order to have self respect, a 
person needs recognition and respect from others.  
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

"... when we think of a human being, we do not simply 
mean a living organism, but a being who can think, 
feel, decide, be moved, respond, enter into relations 
with others; and all this implies a language, a 
related set of ways of experiencing the world, of 
interpreting his feelings, understanding his relations 
to others, to the past, the future, the absolute, and 
so on. It is the particular way he situates himself 
within his cultural world that we call his identity.“ 
(Hegel) 
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

  Charles Taylor (1931) – is a modern philosopher 

who believes culture is important to identity. If we 
destroy a culture we hurt them as humans and take 
away a significant part of their being.   

     

    "Due recognition is not just a  

             courtesy we owe people. It is a  

             vital human need."  
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

   René Descartes (1596-1650) – is a French 
philosopher of the enlightenment way of thinking. 

 

   He started the concept of „individualism‟. He believed 
every human being can and should be independently self 
sufficient. 400 years ago this concept was considered 
radical.  

 

 "I am thinking therefore I exist." 
 

   We can‟t really separate the individual  

   from culture. Individualism can breed prejudice!  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Frans_Hals_-_Portret_van_Ren%C3%A9_Descartes.jpg
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) - is generally  

considered the founder of existentialism. 
He believed it is the individual himself who is the supreme  
moral entity, and therefore it is the personal, subjective  
aspects of human life that are the most important.  The  
most important human activity is decision – making: it is  
through the choices we make that we create our lives and 
become ourselves. (Kierkegaard was a Christian) 
 

“Face the facts of being what you are, for that is what changes 
what you are.”  

 
“Be that self which one truly is.” 
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) – a French  

philosopher, said that you choose not only what to do,  

but in choosing, you choose who you are.  He argues that  

even though you don‟t have reasons that determine your  

choices for you all the time, you still have to make them.   

The difficult aspect about being human is having to make  

important decisions without good reasons. Sartre was a  

self-proclaimed atheist. 

“Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself.  Such 

 is the first principle of existentialism.”  
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Philosophers on Identity (cont.) 
 

Albert Camus (1913-1960) – a French writer and  

friend of Sartre‟s, he coined the description “absurd” or  
“the absurd” for the situation in which humans demand  
that their lives should have significance in an indifferent  
universe which is itself totally without meaning or purpose. 
It is a demand, Camus insisted, that can never be met. 

 
“At any street corner the feeling of absurdity 
can strike any man in the face.” 
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Homework Task  
Research one of the following in detail: 

 Psychologists 

 Freud 

 Jung 

 Adler 

 Rogers 

 Erickson 

 

 

 

 

 

          Philosophers 

Aristotle            Kierkegaard 

Hegel         Sartre 

Taylor        Camus 

Descartes 
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      What does this cartoon have to say about Identity and Belonging? 
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How much control do we have over our sense of identity? 

 
How much control do we have over our sense of belonging? 

 

 
“Always be a first rate 
version of yourself, and 
not a second rate version 
of someone else.”  
Judy Garland 

“People remain 
what they are even 
when their faces fall 
to pieces.”      
Bertolt Brecht 

“Cogito Ergo Sum” (“I 
think, therefore I am.”) 
Rene Descartes 
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Our sense of identity is inextricably  
bound up in our sense of belonging. 

 

“No man is an island, entire of himself;  

every man is a piece of the  

continent, a part of the main. 

If a clod [of earth] be  

washed away by the sea,  

Europe is the less … any  

man‟s death diminishes me,  

because I am involved in  

mankind, and therefore never 

send to know for whom the 

bell tolls; it tolls for thee.” 

(John Donne 1959). 
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Names identify us individually and within a group, but  

because they vary all names are a significant part of our 

identity.  Consider: 

                            Formal names 

    Middle names 

    Nicknames 

    Pet names 

    Surnames and  

       surname changes 

    Hyphenated names 

 

“What‟s in a name? 
That which we call a 
rose 
 

By any other name 
would smell as 
sweet.”  
William Shakespeare 

“Titles are but 
nicknames, and 
every nickname 
is a title.” 
Thomas Paine 
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When does belonging start to cost us our identity? 
 

“You cannot belong to anyone else until 
you belong to yourself.” Pearl Bailey 

“No man, for any 
considerable period, 
can wear one face 
to himself, and 
another to the 
multitude, without 
finally getting 
bewildered as to 
which may be true.” 
Nathanial 
Hawthorne, The 
Scarlet Letter, 1850 

“We are so accustomed 
to disguise ourselves to 
others that in the end 
we become disguised to 
ourselves.”                
La Rochefoucauld 

“Be careful what you pretend to be 
because you are what you pretend to be.” 
Kurt Vonnegut, Mother Night 
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Those who do not belong 
 Marginalised 

 Rebels 
How much of marginalisation is a choice? 

 

“Hell is one self: hell is alone, 
One is always alone.” T.S.Eliot 
 

                OR 
 

“Hell is other people.” J.P. Sartre 
 

                OR 
 

“The strongest man on earth is he  
who stands alone.” Henrik Ibsen 
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Identity is linked to difference. 

 

 

 

 

 

Belonging is linked to sameness. 
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Who are you?  

 What defines your identity? 

 What makes you different from others?  

 Where do you belong? 

 How do others‟ perceptions shape who you are 
and how you see yourself? 

 

Write a one-page piece addressing these questions. 


