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Identity, Sense of Self, and Answering the Who-Am-I question--in the Face of the Language Interface
When mulling over the topic of identity, what may call for our initial reflection is our daily experience. This means, that we as individuals (but in the same breath other entities such as organizations or brands) are likely to maintain that we experience “having” a sense of who-we-are – i.e., (i) of what differentiates us from others, (ii) of what we say we manifest and promise, and (iii) of how we have evolved into who we (think we) are – over time. In the past, I have tended to conflate and use this kind of ‘sense of self’ or ‘sense of who we are’ synonymously with identity. And the main reason for this conflation has been to not preempt the assumption that identity is a priori something theoretical, philosophical, or even speculative. Instead, identity is a term that has become part of our everyday discourse in English (and in other languages), where it is meaningfully applied. In parallel, most languages seem to have additional terms that often intersect with the use of the term identity, often rooted in traditional ‘official’ languages as well as particular regional or minority languages with their own, specific indigenous roots. 
A second step into a deeper understanding of how the term identity is made use of or applied in current sense-making practices is the scrutiny of our scholarly/academic discourses. And here, of course, we cannot avoid the disciplinary traditional discourses and their predispositions. However, it may be fair to divide how identity has been addressed from (at least) the following three disciplinary perspectives: (i) sameness versus difference between entities (e.g. social psychology, sociolinguistics,  ethnoscience, and neighboring disciplines), (ii) agency versus structure (theorized particularly by sociologists – in terms of structuralist and determinist theories on one hand, and phenomenological, interpretivist and interactionist theorizing on the other), and (iii) constancy versus change over time (human development, branding, organizational theorizing). 
For investigations into the subject matter of identities, I am suggesting that these processes of (i) differentiating and integrating, (ii) navigating high agency and low agency <passivity>, and (iii) of coordinating and negotiating what has been stable and what has undergone transformations across time, take place in interaction – in mundane and everyday conversations as well as more particular kind of institutional interactions, such as confessions, therapy, or life story interviews. And although theoretical approaches to identity research may differ, I trust that there is common agreement that investigations of continuities and transformations in the history of the lives of humans (or organizations or brands) stand out because they require making use of a particular discourse genre: storytelling. And it is this particular discourse genre that I want to interrogate in more detail, since, despite the popularization of narrative as a research method (if not a ‘methodology’) in our ‘turn to narrative’, it still often is undertheorized and not utilized to its fullest potential.
Turning to narrative, I would like to differentiate between two traditions that have made claims to contribute centrally to identity research: The first centers on the analysis of narratives that seemingly capture the identities that people, organizations, or institutions, and even nation-states, seemingly ‘have’ as part of their “interior design.” This tradition has made advances that, on the one hand, have contributed significantly to the recognition and spread of what became popularized, and to a degree canonical, under the heading of ‘narrative inquiry.’ On the other hand, its focus on well-roundedness, coherence, and lifelikeness resulted in investigators turning a blind eye toward the analysis of incoherencies, contradictions, and open-endedness, as well as the subgenre of stories about others (i.e., accounts that do not thematize or reflect on the self of the narrator). A second tradition has emerged in contrast and turned its focus on storytelling practices as ubiquitous, ordinary, and mundane practices in everyday interaction. 
I will end my presentation by briefly unpacking this turn to small stories and narrative practices in terms of what runs under the labels of positioning theory and positioning analysis, and, if time permits, present two short examples from politicians/celebrities who turned to publicly apologizing after having been caught in wrongdoing.
