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Abstract

ABSTRACT
The reported study investigates identity construction of Estonian students who
make short-term study visits to the United Kingdom. Looking at these cases, the
study seeks to make a contribution to the conceptualization of identity
construction as a personal sense-making process.
Identity is an extensively studied topic in social sciences. The
conceptualization has moved from understanding identity as a stable entity, to
seeing it as a dynamic personal construction of reality which is constrained by
collective discourses. The current study uses the idea that in order to understand
identity construction in its wholeness, both the process-like and entity-like nature
of it need to be taken into account. The socio-cultural approach that emphasises
the dynamic intertwinement of person and socio-cultural context through semiotic
processes offers a possibility to build such a conceptualization. The ideas from
this theoretical tradition informed the longitudinal study that was carried out as
part of the research project. The study used a multiple-case study approach and
investigated the life experiences of eight Estonians studying in the United
Kingdom during a one-year period. The empirical data gathered during this study
was used to define, test and refine a conceptual model of identity construction.
The proposed model sees identity construction as part of a person’s
ongoing sense-making process. Identity is understood as a personally significant
and highly generalized metasign that a person constructs in order to solve a
tension-filled life-situation and to re-establish person/context equilibrium.
Based on the empirical study, two main aspects of the model, which
need to be further refined, were identified. First, the role of the other in its
different forms needs to be taken into account when conceptualizing identity
construction. Second, the notion of rupture needs to be further elaborated to
explain the differing effects of ruptures in personal sense-making.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION
The research project that is reported in this dissertation deals with the topic of
identity. It seeks to understand how identity is constructed in the ongoing personcontext interaction. The reported project is theoretically oriented. It seeks to offer
a conceptual model of identity and identity construction. The proposed conceptual
model is informed by the general theoretical ideas formulated within the sociocultural tradition. It is developed using data from an empirical investigation that
was carried out as part of the project. Empirical material from this research project
has also been used for testing and refining the model.

Identity research – popular, but fragmented
In recent decades identity has become a widely theorised and researched subject
in social sciences. Despite this vast interest there seems to be little consensus
among social scientists about the ways identity should be conceptualised and
studied. It is possible to identify at least three different meanings of identity from
the relevant literature. First, identity is often understood in terms of identifying
with something or someone. The question of sameness between the self and the
other is central to this research strand. Second, identity is looked at as the
sameness within the person across time and space. The questions about changing
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and remaining, about the rigid core as opposed to flexible periphery, are relevant
to this research field. Third, the notion of identity is often connected very closely
with the notion of agency. The questions about being and becoming, as well as
issues of marginalization and giving voice to those who previously were unseen,
are essential here.
This three-fold grouping is not meant to be exhaustive for describing
this popular research field. These three meanings of identity are often used in
combination, creating other ways of conceptualising identity. However, this
grouping does illustrate the fragmentation and diversity that exists in this popular
field of research.
The study that is reported in this thesis uses mostly the second meaning
of identity. It looks at identity as semiotically constructed sense of sameness
within the person across time and space. However, this sense of sameness is often
related to different kinds of identifications. Hence, the question of the person in
relation to others will also be discussed in the current study.

Why another study about identity?
While the questions of relevance and value of the study are always important,
these seem to become even more significant when conducting a research in a
popular and widely-investigated field, such as that of identity. What is it in this
study about identity that has not yet been done? What new can this study add to
the field that is already highly saturated?
The study reported here is in important ways motivated by my personal
belief that the concept of identity is a valuable notion that makes sense to lay
people as well as being possibly a useful analytical tool for social scientists.
However, for a concept to function in this way it needs to be appropriately
defined. Unfortunately, this is not always the case in the contemporary identity
research. It seems that because everybody has something to say about identity,
nobody anymore takes time to define what is meant by this concept and why it is
considered to be a necessary notion to use. As a result, the concept has become
2
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almost too popular, too widely used, rarely clearly defined, overloaded with
meanings and therefore somewhat de-valued. Being positioned within this general
trend, the study reported here endeavours to make an effort in bringing back the
focus and some clarity to this field of research.
Being motivated by the goal of bringing clarity to the field of identity
research, as well as seeking to re-appreciate this overloaded concept, the current
investigation seeks to go back to the beginning and asks the question, what people
do when they construct identities in their everyday activities. The study proposes a
simple answer to this question: when making claims about their identities, when
stating who they are, people make meanings, they create personal sense.
According to the view put forward in this investigation, identity is therefore not a
special kind of entity, nor is identity construction a special kind of psychological
process. Rather, identity construction, it is argued, can be understood as part of
person’s ongoing sense-making process. Identity is, according to this view, a
personally significant and highly generalized sign that people construct in order to
create a sense of sameness and continuity across time and space.
Hence, the current investigation does not seek to offer yet another
conceptualization of identity. Rather it seeks to bring together many already
existing ideas in the field, and by synthesising these, offer a general model of
identity and identity construction that can be used in different contexts and with
different thematic content areas.

Identity – entity or process?
Despite the previously mentioned differences in the conceptualization of identity
this research field seems to be characterized by one general trend. In accordance
with the general constructionist shift within the social sciences, the
conceptualization of identity has increasingly moved from entity-centred to a
process-centred perspective. That is to say, the conceptualization of identity has
moved from understanding identity as a fixed and relatively stable entity that
people create based on their interactions with the environment and thereafter carry
with them from one context to another, to understanding identity as a fluid,
3
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multiple, fragmented, dialogical, constantly constructed, re-constructed and
negotiated process. Hence, the mainstream individualistic and essentialist theories
of identity have in fruitful ways given space for studies that emphasise the
constructionist nature of identity.
The current investigation is situated within these debates. While having
started from a process-oriented perspective, it has gradually moved towards
looking at identity as a concept that combines both of these aspects – the processlike and entity-like nature. Therefore, it is assumed in the current exploration that
while identities are constantly semiotically constructed and re-constructed, there
are also certain moments in time, when these semiotic constructions become
relatively stable and fixed. As a personally significant and highly generalized sign,
identity can create a temporary sense of sameness and continuity, an episodic state
where a person’s understanding of oneself and the surrounding world becomes
temporarily fixed and stabilized. These episodic moments reflect an entity-like
nature of identity. In the next moment of time these subjective signs become reconstructed again, that is, the identity construction as a process moves on, but the
sense of sameness remains and can be seen as an entity to which a person can
refer to and hold on to.
Hence, when seeking to fill its objective of bringing clarity to the field
of identity research the current investigation proposes a model of identity that
combines both the process-like and entity-like nature of identity.

Focus of the empirical study
A longitudinal study that investigated the life-experiences of eight Estonian
students who made relatively short-term study visits to the United Kingdom (UK)
is reported in this dissertation. The study, which lasted for one year, sought to
explore in detail the students’ life-experiences and identify situations that
triggered personal sense-making episodes, including identity construction. The
students were asked to report their experiences and related thoughts and feelings
regularly during the study period through the use of questionnaires and interviews.
This enabled to collect a rich description of their life-journeys during a one-year
4
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period. This detailed and person-specific data was used to explore and reveal how
identities as subjective signs become constructed and allow effective functioning
in the surrounding socio-cultural context.
While the empirical study carried out as part of this investigation
concentrates on life-experiences and related identity construction episodes of
Estonian students in the UK, it is not a study about ethnic identity in general and
Estonian ethnic identity in particular. Neither is it an investigation of foreign
students’ or Estonian students’ acculturation and integration into the UK
university context and society. This is a study about identity in general. It seeks to
understand what identity is and how it is constructed in general, universal terms,
irrespective of the particular context or content of identity. Hence, the empirical
study reported in the dissertation serves as a way of developing a generalized
model of identity construction based on specific case studies and thereafter testing
the utility and applicability of the proposed model.

Structure of the thesis
The present thesis can be divided into two parts. The first chapters offer an
overview of the theoretical basis of the project, while the second part concentrates
on the empirical study.
The dissertation starts with defining the focus of the investigation.
Hence, in the first chapter the general research questions and the ways in which
these have been approached in the study are defined. The discussion thereafter
moves on to the contextualization of this investigation. In Chapter 2 the discourse
about the omnipresent identity crises of the post-modern era, as well as the
debates about European and Estonian identity are briefly discussed. On the one
hand, this chapter seeks to map the themes that have informed the current
research, and therefore positions the investigation into the wider research area. On
the other hand, the chapter aims to make the reader, who is not familiar with the
Estonian context, acquainted with the themes that are historically and socioculturally important in that context. The chapter will give the reader a feel of the
themes that will occur later in the dissertation when young people’s life
5
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experiences in the UK will be discussed. It is worth mentioning that many of the
studies that are referred to in this chapter use a different theoretical background
and define identity differently from the current investigation. However, the reader
is encouraged to overlook these theoretical differences and use this chapter mainly
to familiarise oneself with the general context of the study.
After this general introduction the discussion turns to the theoretical
background of the reported study. As mentioned previously, the study is
positioned within the debates in the field of identity research that concern the
entity-like and process-like nature of identity. Chapter 3 seeks to offer the reader a
sense of what it means to conceptualize identity in terms of entity as opposed to
conceptualizing it as a process. The chapter is built around the general idea that in
broad terms individualistic and essentialist theories of identity are entity-centred,
while social constructionist approach is process-centred. As the current
investigation seeks to combine the two aspects of identity (i.e. both entity-like and
process-like nature of identity), these two theoretical perspectives are regarded as
one-sided and limited and therefore abandoned.
In Chapter 4 the socio-cultural perspective is introduced as a theoretical
tradition that has the potential to offer a suitable theoretical basis for the study.
While this theoretical tradition has been successful in introducing many fruitful
ideas about the human psychological functioning in and in relation to the sociocultural context, currently it does not offer a general theoretical model of identity.
Hence, in Chapter 4 an overview of the ideas, which are relevant for
understanding identity construction as a personal sense-making process, will be
given. These ideas are again taken up, combined and synthesised in Chapter 7
where a generalized model of identity construction is described.
The empirical study that was carried out as part of the current research
project is reported in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8. The general introduction to the
empirical study is given in Chapter 5, followed by the discussion of the
methodological approach utilized in the study in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 will provide
a description of the conceptual model of identity construction that was developed
in the current investigation. This model was initially defined based on the data
6
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from a single case analysis and thereafter generalized using the data from other
cases. The model is described in the current dissertation before the details of the
data analysis are presented. This is done mainly to provide the reader with a clear
conceptual framework through which to approach the data. The data presented in
the following chapter can, then, be used to evaluate the usefulness of the proposed
model for interpretation.
This generalized model of identity construction is central to the current
investigation. It is designed as a universalistic model which can be used in
different contexts and in relation to different thematic content areas. It is a way of
answering the general research questions (i.e. how is identity constructed in
ongoing person/context interaction and what is identity) in a theoretical manner.
Therefore, this model can be seen as the main contribution the current study
makes to the general field of identity research.
In Chapter 8 the results of the data analysis are described. The case
studies portrayed in this chapter offer a detailed and in-depth look into the lives of
the eight young people who participated in the study during a one-year period.
Their life-experiences and related sense-making episodes are described in a
lengthy manner in order to do justice to the richness and complexity of their lives.
While being fascinatingly idiosyncratic and unique, the life-trajectories and the
ways these young people deal with the unexpected and/or anticipated events in
their lives reveal the universal processes of personal meaning-making. While the
intra-individual analysis in this chapter seeks to show the applicability of the
model to different themes and contents of the personal sense-making, the interindividual analysis in the end of the chapter aims to reveal some similarities
between the cases.
In order to demonstrate the applicability of the proposed conceptual
model to other time and space contexts, as well as to other thematic content areas,
two further cases which are analysed according to the proposed model are
presented in Chapter 9. The French school-girls’ head-scarf affair and the making
of Indian identity in American context are discussed briefly to place the current
work into a wider context and show that the proposed model can be extended
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beyond the analysis of the life-experiences of Estonian students in the UK.
The final two chapters of the dissertation return to the theoretical
themes. Here it will be explored what was learned about identity and identity
construction through this investigation. This part of dissertation is divided into
two chapters. Chapter 10 offers a general discussion of the main underlying
assumptions of the study. This discussion will focus on three issues. First, the
theoretical suitability of the proposed model will be discussed through analysing
to what extent was the proposed model able to avoid the limitations of other
(criticised) theoretical perspectives. Second, the interpretative capacity of the
model, that is the utility of the model for data analysis, will be discussed. Third,
the suitability of the chosen methodological approach will be considered.
In Chapter 11 the conceptual model, which was proposed in this
investigation will be re-visited in detail. Based on the empirical study, two main
aspects of the model, which need to be further developed, were identified. First,
the role of the other in its different forms in personal sense-making and identity
construction will be discussed. Second, the ways in which the notion of rupture,
which has an important place in the proposed model, can be further develop, are
examined. The chapter will conclude with offering a new way of conceptualizing
intra-psychological system that emerged from this research project.
General conclusions derived from this investigation are summarized in
the final chapter of the thesis. It will be argued here that the study has made a
contribution to the general field of identity research by offering a theoretically
grounded and explicitly explained way of understanding identity and identity
construction. In addition to that, it will be claimed that the study has given an
input to the socio-cultural tradition by offering a further theoretical specification
of the notion of rupture, explaining the role of the other in identity construction
and offering a new way of conceptualizing the intra-psychological field as a
complex system of multiple, parallel and interwoven strands of personal sensemaking. The possible future directions of the research are also pointed out in this
final chapter.
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CHAPTER 1
FOCUS OF THE STUDY

1.1 Focus of the study and research questions
The study reported in this thesis is explorative and descriptive in its nature. The
focus of the investigation is to understand the process by way of which identity
becomes constructed. The research is therefore seeking to answer the general
research question:
•

How is identity constructed in the ongoing interaction between the person
and the surrounding socio-cultural context?
More specifically this research question has meant exploring whether

identity construction is a special kind of psychological process with specific
characteristics or whether it is part of a more general psychological process that
people engage with in their everyday functioning.
While the central focus of this research project has been to investigate
the process by way of which identity becomes constructed, the questions about the
outcome of this process have become increasingly relevant for the project as well.
In other words, while starting from the interest in the process, the research has
9
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moved towards an understanding that certain relatively stable entities become
created as a result of this process. Hence, the need to focus both on the process as
well as on the outcome of that process, has led to the definition of an additional
research question:
•

What is identity that becomes constructed in the ongoing interaction
between the person and the socio-cultural context?
More specifically this research question has meant exploring the

question of stability and sameness that is provided by identity. In other words,
how to combine the idea that identity is constantly constructed and re-constructed,
with the idea that it offers a sense of sameness, stability, coherence and continuity
to the individual.
In order to answer these general research questions a conceptual model
of identity construction was created as part of this investigation. The details of
model development are given in Chapter 6. The model itself is described in detail
in Chapter 7. The proposed conceptual model offers a hypothetical answer to the
general research questions. In other words, the general research questions which
are theoretical in nature require a theoretical answer, which is provided by the
proposed conceptual model. According to this model, identity construction is
understood as part of a person’s ongoing sense-making process and identity is
understood as a personally significant and highly generalized sign that becomes
temporarily constructed and stabilized in this process. Using the proposed
conceptual model, the general research questions have been translated into a more
specific focus of the study:
•

Is it possible to analyse and interpret identity construction episodes using
the following cycle: rupture → semiotic auto-regulation → reestablishment of person/context equilibrium?

•

What kinds of life-events are perceived as ruptures that trigger personal
sense-making, including identity construction by study participants?

•

What is the role of the social other in creating ruptures and triggering
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personal sense-making, including identity construction?
•

Is it possible to identify different dialogically interacting voices in study
participants’ sense-making efforts? Which are the important voices that
the study participants use in their efforts to make sense of themselves and
the world around them?
The current research project aims at testing the utility and applicability

of the proposed conceptual model using the data from a specific empirical study.
The project seeks to investigate whether the proposed conceptual model can be
utilized to make sense of the rich and complex life-experiences of the Estonian
students living in the UK, and bring out how identities become constructed in the
case of these young people.

1.2 Aim of the empirical study in this investigation
The empirical study that is reported in this thesis investigates the life-experiences
of eight Estonian students who make relatively short-term study visits to the UK.
The study explores the sense-making efforts, including identity construction
episodes of these young people, as they seek to find an effective way of
functioning within and in relation to their new socio-cultural context. However, in
accordance with the general theoretical focus of the study, the individual cases
from this empirical investigation are not used here with the aim of making
generalizations to the population of young people studying abroad, nor to the
population of Estonian students in the UK. Instead the aim is to make theoretical
generalizations that enable to see whether the proposed model is suitable for
interpreting the data about identity and identity construction.
In line with this general aim of the study no specific research questions
or hypotheses about Estonians studying in the UK are considered in this work.
Instead, it is hypothesised that the proposed conceptual model is suitable for
understanding identity construction in different time and space contexts, as well as
in relation to different thematic content areas. The case studies presented in the
thesis are used to test this hypothesis. In addition to this, two extra examples from
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other contexts are analysed using the model with the aim to further test this
hypothesis about the universal nature of the model.
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CHAPTER 2
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY
The present chapter seeks to offer a general understanding of the context of the
research reported here. This will be done by mapping the currently prevailing
debates in the social sciences about issues of identity that have informed the
current research. The chapter aims to explain why it is important to study identity
in general and offers reasons why Estonians and their identity struggles may be a
particularly interesting case to look at. Three thematic areas are touched upon in
the chapter: identity in the post-modern era, debates related to the concept of
European identity and discussions concerning Estonian identity. The chapter
offers a brief overview of the main arguments and discussions within each area. It
concludes with pointing out how these debates have been taken up in the current
research, therefore positioning the present investigation into a wider research area.
In addition to this, by discussing the above mentioned topics, the
chapter seeks to familiarize the reader with the general historical and sociocultural circumstances of the empirical study which is part of the current research
project. For the reader, who is not familiar with the Estonian context, the chapter
offers a way of understanding the themes that are relevant for the people from that
socio-cultural background. The understanding of these general themes should
13
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enable the reader to better understand the struggles and dilemmas that will be
discussed later in the dissertation when life-experiences of the study participants,
which are the focal point of the current research, will be examined.

2.1 Identity in the post-modern era
Identity has become an acute problem and extensively studied and theorized
concept in social sciences in recent decades (see for example Bauman, 2001). One
possibility of understanding this current wide-spread concern is to analyse the
changes that have emerged in the mentality of Western people over the centuries.
Burckhardt (1860/2003) argues that the appearance of the self-conscious
individual in Renaissance Europe led to an increased trust in the individual’s
abilities and capacities, and to a decreased faith in heavenly foreordination. The
idea of divinely predetermined life-course was replaced by the idea of the
individual’s life project, which seeks to fulfil a person’s potential and aims to
complete the ‘unfinished self’. Bauman (2001) suggests that this ‘project of
becoming’ was a person’s main life task in modern times. The well-established
social types and modes of conduct were available for one to engage with (e.g.,
clearly defined social class and gender roles). These were the desirable end-goals
towards which self-fulfilling individuals could strive.
A similar kind of ‘self-realization discourse’, the search for one’s ‘true
purpose’ of life, the constant need to develop and grow, is prevalent also in the
current post-modern era (Brinkmann, 2008). However, according to Bauman the
post-modern time no longer offers these well-rehearsed social positions with
related identities for people to take on. Instead of acting like pilgrims with a clear
destination, the post-modern people are like vagabonds trying to find out where to
go next (Bauman, 2001). Furthermore, Brinkmann (2008) argues that in the
society, where the self-search is the main goal of individuals’ lives, the social
bonds and commitments become less important and therefore the social conditions
of self-realization, the need to be free and autonomous, become paradoxically
threatened. He also points to a further paradox in the self-realization discourse,
namely the conflicting demands of realizing oneself while also being constantly in
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need to change and develop.
Hence, in the post-modern world everything is in flux; everything is in
making and remaking. The old physical, territorial and psychological boundaries
are broken down just to be replaced by other temporary barriers.
Not just the individuals are on the move but also the finishing lines of the tracks
they run on and the running tracks themselves. ‘Disembeddment’ is now an
experience which is likely to be repeated an unknown number of times in the
course of individual life, since few or any ‘beds’ for ‘re-emedding’ look solid
enough to sustain the stability of long occupation. […] There is no prospect of
‘final re-embeddment’ at the end road; being on the road has become the
permanent way of life disembedded (now chronically disembedded) individuals”
(Bauman, 2001, p. 125).

In the midst of all this flexibility and change the post-modern people
seek to make sense of their lives and try to find anchor points that would give
them some stability and security. Instead of achieving and acquiring an identity,
they are always in the process of searching, constructing, making and remaking. A
sense of self and identity is something to struggle for, something that needs to be
negotiated. Often these struggles result in unwanted outcomes of feeling lost,
depressed and empty (Brinkmann, 2008). In the ever-changing flow of
experiences people become someone just to understand that they need to become
someone else in order to find a match between their personal aspirations and the
changing world around them. This search for stability is combined with a need to
‘live truly’. Individuals are pushed to find something that is right for them, to be
true to themselves, to live fully and completely. And so, in order to deal with this
anxiety and with the hope of finding the true purpose of their lives, post-modern
people go literally or symbolically on pilgrimages, just like the brave protagonists
of Paulo Coelho’s popular novels (e.g. "The alchemist" 1999a; "The pilgrimage"
1999b).
The so-called omnipresent identity crisis of the post-modern era is
taken as a warrant for the need to investigate issues of identity in the current
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research project. While it is acknowledged that the quest for certainty and security
may be challenging in the current historical period, it is nevertheless assumed that
people’s need for stability, coherence and purposefulness as opposed to
fragmentation and unsteadiness has not changed. Hence, being informed by this
general discourse of permanent identity crisis, the current investigation looks at
young people’s life journeys as they struggle to make their decisions in the
present, based on their experiences with the world and themselves in the past that
would allow them to make sense of the world and themselves in it also in the
future.

2.2 Debates concerning European identity
In addition to the discussions concerning the omnipresent identity crisis of the
post-modern era, the current study is also positioned within the debates relating to
the European identity. Since its establishment the European Union (EU) has
endeavoured to promote an ideology that there should be a close union among the
peoples of Europe. A primary aim of the European integration has been to create
conditions for durable peace among European countries through positive (mostly
economic) interdependence and a common supranational identification with the
Union (Licata & Klein, 2002). However, the questions about the existence and
nature of this common European identity that is the basis of the EU’s stability and
legitimacy, in addition to its fundamentally democratic character, have been raised
(Bruter, 2003). When conceptualizing the nature and content of European identity,
it has usually been suggested that it is different from ethno-cultural identity due to
the different subjective factors of identification (Weiler, 1997). While ethnocultural identity of one’s homeland is related to the common genealogy, cultural
heritage, traditions and sometimes also common language, European identity is
usually understood as referring to the democratic nation state and citizenship
(Peters, 2002). However, Bruter (2003) has suggested that European identity
includes both of these aspects: European civic identity refers to identification with
the European political system, while the cultural identity refers to individuals’
perception that other Europeans are culturally closer to them than non-Europeans.
This conceptualization is similar to Hilson’s (2007) view, who sees European
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identity as consisting of “vertical, supranational political identity with the EU and
its institutions” and “transnational, horizontal identity with citizens resident in
other member states” (Hilson, 2007, p. 539). He argues that while there are signs
of the existence of the former, the latter is still not evident.
An important area of discussions related to the European identity
circles around the basis and promotion of this common identity. Some argue that
the common EU rights the citizen can enjoy will lead to the identification with the
Union (Weiler, 1997; Hilson, 2007; Pinxten, Cornelis & Rubinstein, 2007). The
critics of this idea have argued that this may not be the case due to the difficulty in
endorsing many of the rights and/or due to the execution of these rights on the
national level, connecting the citizens to their Union therefore in an indirect
manner (Hilson, 2007). It has also been proposed that repeated reference to the
rights that EU citizens have, or adding new rights to the list, can send the citizens
a message of these rights being needed and therefore somehow threatened, which
“is not exactly the stuff which will make them closer to their Union or
Community” (Weiler, 1997, p. 501).
While the discussion of the EU citizens’ rights seems to be related to
the identification with the EU as a political institution (i.e. vertical, supranational
or civic component of European identity), the basis of the cultural (i.e. horizontal
and transnational) component of European identity seems to be related to
perceived cultural similarities between Europeans. It seems not to be yet
understood what it means to be European in cultural terms and what are “the
European transnational affinities to shared values which transcend the ethnonational diversity” (Weiler, 1997, p. 510). It is also not clear how these shared
values should be promoted. Providing the EU with a comprehensive set of
symbols (e.g. a flag, an anthem, a national day, design of Euro banknotes) seems
to be one way of flagging (Billig, 1995) the European identity and therefore
reinforcing the citizens’ sense of belonging to their united political community
(Bruter, 2003). Increasing the EU citizens’ intercultural negotiation and
communication skills through training is another option in reaching the goals of
building a multicultural, yet united Community (Pinxten et al., 2007). However,
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questions about promoting the common European identity at the expense of
creating xenophobic attitudes towards non-Europeans, especially immigrants in
Europe (Licata & Klein, 2002), adds another layer to this discussion.
The debates circling around the issues of cultural European identity are
also closely intertwined with the issue of protecting the cultural diversity within
the Union. Chiefly, the aim of the European integration was not to create a single
state, but to build a union of many different nations (Weiler, 1997). Hence, the
European citizenship and the related transnational identity should complement and
not replace the national citizenship and ethno-cultural identity. Despite this
repeated declaration, the monoculturalism of the EU in terms of a common
European identity, and the multiculturalism are often perceived as dichotomous,
albeit unproductive options (Pinxten et al., 2007). While research seems to
suggest that different political identities (e.g. European and ethno-cultural) can be
complementary (Bruter, 2003), much work still needs to be done in order to
understand how these identities are created, maintained and altered in the context
of continuous multicultural contact.

2.3 Debates concerning Estonian identity
The debates of Estonian identity in the post-Soviet era seem to be located on two
main dimensions: Estonians’ self-understanding in relation to the ‘good West’ –
‘bad East’ dichotomy; and Estonians’ self-understandings in relation to the
European integration and common European identity. The main arguments of
these discourses are presented in the following sections.
One of the defining dimensions of the post-Soviet Estonian identity
search is related to the East-West dichotomy (Berg, 2002). For a country that has
over the centuries been ruled and culturally influenced by the Danes, the
Germans, the Swedes, the Poles and by the Russians, the choice in terms of
appropriate cultural-historical references seems to be manifold. Nevertheless, if in
the past, during the period of the nation building in the 19th century, the need to
distance oneself from 700 years of German rule was high on the agenda, the
escape from the Russian influences seems to be the main aim in the current, post18
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communist identity construction (Brüggemann, 2003; Lehti, 2005). The historical
links with German and Nordic culture that connect Estonia to Europe are therefore
emphasized. The European roots of Estonian culture as an assumed antipode of
the Russian influences seemed to be favoured also at the expense of the pure
ethno-cultural identity. This latter self-definition is related to the concept meie
maa (our land) and expressed in the cultural traditions of people who have lived
on the Estonian soil for 5000 years (Berg, 2002). However, the post-Cold War
Estonian identity seems to be first and foremost Nordic-Germanic (and therefore
also Christian-Lutheran), not dating back that much to the period before the
German crusades in the 13th century (Lehti, 2005).
Estonian German-Nordic identity aspirations are also related to the
common identity of Baltic States that is attributed to the three countries positioned
on the shores of the Baltic Sea. It has been claimed that while acknowledging the
historical misfortune of being occupied by Soviet Russia that links the three states
together, the cultural and historical connections between them are very slim
(Brüggemann, 2003). While the old Livonia as a province of Germany, covering
present-day Estonian and Latvian territories, inhabited by Baltic Germans, creates
certain cultural and historical (although not linguistic) connections between
Estonia and Latvia, the use of the term Baltic States to refer to Estonia, Latvia and
Lithuania has its origins in geopolitics and imperialist and economic interests of
the Russian Empire and the later USSR. The Russian concept Pribaltika is
therefore a Russian attribution that the independent Estonia seems to contest while
claiming its Nordic identity (Noreen & Sjöstedt, 2004)1.
Hence, in this self-understanding that is emphasizing the links with the
West, any connections with Russian cultural heritage seem to be denied as an
undesirable remainder of the 50 years of communist occupation and explicit
Russification efforts from Moscow (Berg, 2002). The success of Estonians in

1

However, people living in the Baltic States would probably not contest the term nash zapad (our
West) used by former Soviet compatriots to describe the better living conditions in Pribaltiiskii
krai (Baltic States).
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preserving their language and cultural traditions under the Soviet rule has been
investigated in many studies (see Valk & Karu, 2001; Valk & Karu, 2004;
Vihalemm, 2004). It has been suggested that the opportunity to acquire Estonianmedium education and practice most national traditions could have played a
crucial role in preserving ethno-cultural identity during the occupation
(Vihalemm, 2004). Vetik (2003) has suggested that national culture was an
important mechanism in differentiating indigenous people from Russian
immigrants, placing the former higher on a cultural scale with respect to the latter,
and therefore creating a positive self-image for Estonians. The concept ‘our land’
mentioned above that is currently downplayed to emphasize the Nordic-Germanic
cultural connections has always been important in differentiating between native
Estonians and immigrant Russians. The fact that ‘they’ have not lived on this land
for many centuries sets them apart from ‘us’. It has been suggested that this
distinction is not merely psychological, but also spatial: ‘they’ live mostly in
cities, whereas Estonians, being true to their connection with the land, live in the
countryside or at least have a country-house to escape to during the weekends and
summer holidays (Berg, 2002).
Thus, the tradition to distance Estonia from Russian influences was not
born with the second independence, but was repeatedly rehearsed during the years
of occupation when the common enemy provided Estonians with a sense of
solidarity discourse. However, it has been suggested that the Russophobia has
decreased in public in recent years (Kuus, 2007). The inter-ethnic conflicts have
calmed down during the 1990s2 to be replaced by intra-ethnic social tensions3,
bringing the focus away from the perceived cultural threat of the Russian-

2

Inter-ethnic tensions have become acute again due to the events related to the relocation of the
WWII monument in Tallinn in April 2007.

3

Estonian society seems to be divided along the lines of social position, where esimene Eesti
(first Estonia) includes citizens who have adapted successfully to the new free market economy
and rapid economic growth, while people belonging to teine Eesti (second Estonia) have found
it difficult to let go of the Soviet mentality and therefore found themselves socially and
economically in less respected and secure positions (Brüggemann, 2003); see also Vihalemm,
2007 for a discussion about Estonia as a society in transition, and Donskis, 2005 for an account
about similar societal processes in Lithuania).

20

2. Context of the study

speaking population in Estonia. Furthermore, Russian troops were withdrawn
from Estonia in 1994 and ten years later the Estonian NATO and EU membership
was finalized. As a result, the political rhetoric that used to picture Russia as a
constant threat to Estonian sovereignty and security has changed to focus on more
soft/postmodern European security issues, such as environmental concerns,
terrorism, trafficking in drugs, people, arms etc. (Noreen & Sjöstedt, 2004;
Holtom, 2005). In this new phase of the country’s development, a new discourse
that is not looking backwards to the misfortunate Soviet past, but pictures Estonia
as a successful, future-oriented and economically growing knowledge-based
society, is being created (Lehti, 2005). This new discourse is placing Estonia
together with other new EU member-states, the UK and Denmark in the ‘new
Europe’ group as opposed to Germany and France (and previously Spain) which
by refusing to support the USA in its war against Iraq, have been termed the ‘old
Europe’ (Joenniemi, 2005; Lehti, 2005). This future-oriented, positive picture of
Estonia also uses the concept ‘gatekeeper hinge’ to demonstrate the country’s inbetween role as a gateway connecting East and West or maritime Europe and
heartland Eurasia. While some authors seem to still emphasize the possibility of
closing the gate if necessary (i.e. the ‘old Russophobic’ discourse) (Brüggemann,
2003), others stress more the possibility to use the gateway as a channel for
cooperation (Holtom, 2005).
While the re-establishment of Estonian Western cultural links as
opposed to Eastern influences has been one of the dominant discourses in
Estonian identity construction in recent years, this idea of becoming Europeans
again has its counterpart. While being perceived as a positive and natural outcome
of independence, this aspiration is intertwined with fear of losing Estonian-ness as
a result of European integration. Based on their research findings, Vihalemm and
Keller (2001) state that “Estonians’ historical experience of cultural resistance is
more likely to have created a ready basis for the acceptance of anything from the
West than it has helped to construct a new type of identity to resist cultural
levelling” (p. 83).

Furthermore, Kirch (2004) has suggested that the central

feature of Estonian identity – the self-categorization related to language and
ethnicity – would start to lose its centrality, and would be replaced by general
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values of European-ness during the next generations. European citizenship has
given the Russians living in Estonian territory equal rights with Estonians in terms
of language, work and study opportunities. Estonians themselves are increasingly
emigrating to the West to find better study and work opportunities. The lack of a
local workforce and growing economy requires an influx of foreign workers.
Therefore it seems that the famous Young Estonia’s slogan from the beginning of
the 20th century has been reversed: the issue at stake may be to become
Europeans, while remaining also Estonians4.
The previous discussion has been aimed at pointing out how Estonian
identity is constructed in relation to relevant others. Two main dialogue partners
were defined: the Eastern-Russian and Western-European other. The relationship
with the first other is clearly dominated by the distancing efforts, even if in recent
years the fear of this other has decreased and questions of integrating some
aspects of that other and creating a bicultural society have been raised. This
distancing is expanded also to the idea of Estonia as a Baltic State as a
categorization that has its roots in Russian territorial considerations. The
relationship with West/Europe seems to be somewhat more ambiguous. On the
one hand, the cultural-historical links with Europe, especially German-Nordic
connections, are emphasized in order to create a basis for Estonian European-ness.
On the other hand, European integration is seen as a possible threat to the ethnocultural identity. While being far from framing this other as an enemy, the
European other is sometimes perceived as possibly risky, flagging up the need to
keep a distance from it.

2.4 Collective discourses about identity in this study
The three thematic areas briefly outlined in this chapter have informed the current
research project. The discourse of permanent identity crisis of the post-modern era

4

Noor Eesti (Young Estonia) was a literary movement group that played an important role in
forming Estonian national consciousness in the years leading to the WWI. Here the reference is
made to the slogan used by Gustav Suits (1883-1956), a leading figure of Young Estonia: „Let
us be Estonians, but let us become Europeans!“
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has been used to justify the general need to investigate issues of omnipresent
identity construction. While the author’s own ethno-cultural background has
influenced the choice of focusing on Estonians’ experiences of living abroad, the
debates around European and Estonian identities have also been used to explain
why Estonians as an ethnic group may represent an interesting case in the
European context to investigate individuals’ identity struggles.
All these group-level dynamics and socio-political debates on the
collective level as well as at the European trans-national and Estonian national
level find their arena at the individual level, which is the focal point of the present
research. These are the collective voices that influence personal sense-making.
The study reported in this dissertation seeks to understand how these general
macro-level debates are played out in the specific life-experiences of the
individuals. It does not endeavour to make generalized claims about European or
Estonian identities as such. Instead, it looks at these issues through the prism of an
individual’s life in its complexity, trying to understand how individuals use these
general collective discourses in constructing, maintaining and altering their selfunderstandings. Therefore the study does not focus solely on the issues of
ethnicity and nationalism. While being important nexus points for many other
topics, they are not the only matters the study participants have to deal with when
rebuilding their lives in a foreign country. Hence, in this thesis the reader will
meet a young academician who, in trying to build his professional and personal
life in a cosmopolitan city, finds in the common European identity an escape from
a somewhat closed-minded Estonian mentality. The reader will also come across
students who, while searching for a balance between work and studies and
security in a rather insecure life abroad, struggle to make others understand that
they do not want to be considered as one of the many Eastern-European
immigrants in the UK. The dissertation will also offer an encounter with a woman
who, despite her deeply-rooted patriotism, feels ashamed of her homeland due to
what she calls “the extensive ambition and arrogance of that small country”.
Therefore the issues of being a European or being an Estonian, as well as identity
struggles in an ever-changing globalizing world are reoccurring in the present
study and they are paid attention to as they emerge, being wrapped around other
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issues in the participants’ lives.
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CHAPTER 3
IDENTITY – ENTITY OR PROCESS?

3.1 Introduction
The present chapter looks at different conceptualizations of identity that are
currently prevailing in this research field. The chapter has two main purposes: to
offer a brief and schematic overview of different theories in the field by
contrasting two perspectives, and to identify ideas in both of these theoretical
approaches that can be useful for the conceptualization of identity.
The conceptual field of identity is many-sided. However, when
considering the underlying assumptions of different models in this diverse
theoretical landscape two general perspectives emerge: an individualistic and
essentialist view of identity, and a constructionist view of identity. In broad terms
the former considers identity as a pregiven entity that exists in the world, therefore
neglecting the need of showing how that entity emerges in the process of human
functioning. In conjunction with this essentialist view, person and context are
treated as related, yet ontologically separated realms. As the focus of these
theories is on the individual, this approach could also be called individualistic. In
contrast, the constructionist approach of identity denies the pregiven existence of
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identity. Instead, it directs the attention to the process by way of which identity is
produced by collective discourses that individuals engage with in their everyday
functioning within the society.
In order to demonstrate the focus on entity as opposed to the focus on
process, several specific models and theories will be discussed in the chapter. The
first part of the chapter focuses on two essentialist and individualistic theories of
identity, namely social identity theory and identity theory. The current study is
informed by the issues of ethno-cultural and trans-national identity negotiations
and looks at identity construction in the case of young people who have moved
from one socio-cultural context to another. Therefore, the chapter also includes a
brief discussion of the theoretical approaches that deal with ethnic identity and
acculturation. As these theories share the underlying assumptions of social
identity theory, they are discussed as part of the entity-oriented perspective. The
last part of the chapter deals with different ideas within the social constructionism
approach, in order to highlight the assumptions of the process-centred perspective.
As will become clear from the chapter, the contrast between entityoriented and process-oriented perspectives is not clear-cut in reality. Essentialists
do consider also the process of identity formation and constructionists do pay
attention to the outcomes of the construction process. Nevertheless, the
essentialist and individualist assumptions direct the focus to the entity-like nature
of identity, while social constructionists’ interest in the collective discourses and
their functioning centre the attention to the identity construction process. Both of
these focuses are considered one-sided and therefore limited here. Hence, taking
into account the underlying assumptions of the contrasted theoretical views, both
of them are rejected here as the starting point of the present investigation.
Nevertheless, there are many ideas in both theoretical perspectives that
can be valuable and useful for the conceptualization of identity. Therefore, the
following discussion is not meant only as a critique of the contrasted theoretical
approaches, but also as a way of highlighting interesting and fruitful ideas within
those conceptual frames.

26

3.Identity – entity or process?

3.2 Individualistic and essentialist theories of identity
3.2.1 Social identity theory and identity theory
3.2.1.1 Identity and its formation in identity theory
Identity theory, ties the notion of identity to the idea of social networks to which a
person belongs, and to the roles one occupies in those social networks (Howard,
2000; Stryker & Burke, 2000). As this theoretical perspective focuses on the role
behaviour as the basis of identity formation, it has sometimes also been called role
identity theory (Stets & Burke, 2000).
Identity theory considers identities to be shared social meanings that
persons attribute to themselves and to others in relation to a particular role (Burke
& Reitzes, 1991). Hogg, Terry and White (1995) define role identities as “selfconceptions, self-referent cognitions, or self-definitions that people apply to
themselves as a consequence of the structural role position they occupy, and
through a process of labeling or self-definition as a member of a particular social
category” (p. 256). According to identity theory each social role is related to a set
of expectations and meanings about the way a person, acting in that role, should
behave, feel and think. Identity theory sees identities as internalizations of those
role expectations (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Identity is conceptualized as cognitive
schema, as internally stored information that serves as a framework in order to
interpret one’s behaviour and experience in a certain role. Identity theory claims
that persons have as many identities as they have different social groups to which
they belong and with which they interact. Among the many identities the person
has some are more important than others. Different identities are tied together to
form the self which is understood as the hierarchical organization of a set of
identities ordered by centrality or salience (Burke & Reitzes, 1991). The salience
of a role identity is determined by the person’s commitment to a certain role
(Hogg et al., 1995).
According to identity theory, identities are social products (Burke &
Reitzes, 1991). That is, cognitive schemas about role expectations that a person
comes to acquire about oneself and others, have their origin in the social
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interaction. Identities are internalized shared meanings. By observing others’
behaviour in a role an individual creates an idea of a standard behaviour in that
role, that thereafter becomes integrated into one’s cognitive space. Stets and
Burke (2000) emphasize that some negotiation is always involved in formation of
role-based identities. People do not just copy the behaviour or thinking and
feeling style of others in the same role into their understanding of a role (i.e. role
standard), but they try to combine and connect the expectations and meanings
obtained through interaction with other roles they have and therefore come up
with a unique set of role-based identities. Nevertheless, identities are still
considered to be symbolic, that is they have a common meaning for many people
and they call up in one person the same responses as they would call up in others
(Burke & Reitzes, 1991).
It is argued here that while identity theory claims the role identities to
have socio-genetic nature, the theory offers little insights about the processes of
role-identity construction. The process of internalization needs not only to be
stated, but also explained. How identities as cognitive schemas become
constructed in social interaction? What is the role of an individual in that process?
What is the role of the social other in that process? How is the negotiation
between person’s existing cognitive schemas and new ideas played out? How does
a cognitive schema that is related to a specific role emerge in person’s
consciousness? These are important questions that remain unanswered in identity
theory. In line with the essentialist assumptions, the emergence of identity in
social interaction is taken as a pregiven that needs no further explanations.
Therefore it seems that the focus of attention is not on the process of identity
construction but rather on the functioning of identity as an outcome of that
process. The theory seeks to explain how different identities fit together, how they
form a hierarchical structure and influence a person’s behaviour. Hence, the
person with his/her set of identities is in the centre of analysis and not the
processes by way of which identities become part of an individual’s personal
meaning space.
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3.2.1.2 Identity and its formation in social identity theory
Social identity theory (SIT), as the most prominent social psychological theory of
identity, focuses on membership in social categories or social groups as the basis
of identities, rather than role identification which is considered to be the basis of
social identity in identity theory. SIT proposes that individuals use social
categories in order to simplify their environment as well as to define themselves
(Niens & Cairns, 2003). According to SIT, social identity can be understood as
membership in a certain groups, as identification with a group or social category
and as person’s knowledge and belief that he or she belongs to a social group or
category (Hogg et al., 1995; Stryker & Burke, 2000). The social category into
which one belongs offers a definition of what kind of person one is according to
the defining characteristics of the social category. It offers a description of the
ways a person, as a member of that social category, should behave, think and feel.
It is important to notice that SIT regards social groups as collectives of similar
individuals, who identify with each other, see themselves and others in similar
ways and hold similar views, which are in contrast with the out-group (Stets &
Burke, 2000). Thus, the basis of group-based identity is related to the uniformity
of perceptions and actions of group members. Similarly to identity theory, SIT
proposes that people have an entire repertoire of identities that are linked to
memberships in different social groups. The social identities one holds vary in
their importance in the self-concept and all together form a complex social self.
According to Hogg and her colleagues (1995), SIT offers not only an
understanding of the functioning and structure of social identity, but also explains
the socio-cognitive processes that underlie the formation of social identity. There
are two main processes playing an important part in the formation of social
identity: self-categorization and social comparison. Self-categorization is
conceptualized as person’s identification with the social category which makes the
person to concentrate on the similarities between one and the ingroup, while
accentuating the perceived differences between oneself and the out-group.
Categorization makes the boundaries between ingroup and out-group more sharp
and visible, it produces group-specific stereotypes, normative perceptions and
actions. Social comparison, on the other hand, has to do with evaluating the
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ingroup and out-group on dimensions that lead the ingroup to be judged
positively, while the out-group is judged negatively. Social comparison functions
as a way of making the ingroup norms and stereotypes favour the ingroup. The
process of social comparison is related to the central thesis of SIT, namely to the
understanding that individuals strive to have and maintain a positive self-concept
or to enhance their self-esteem (Negy, Shreve, Jensen & Uddin, 2003; Niens &
Cairns, 2003). Therefore the self-enhancement is believed to guide the process of
social comparison that should lead to the positive social identity. SIT
acknowledges that positive social identity is not always achieved with social
comparison and proposes that in those situations, persons use different identity
management strategies in order to cope with the negative social identity.
Self-categorization, as the main underlying process of social identity
formation proposed by SIT, has gained a lot of attention within this theoretical
perspective. In fact, a separate branch of SIT, named self-categorization theory,
has become an influential theoretical framework for related research. According to
Hogg et al. (1995), self-categorization theory seeks to elaborate in detail “the
operation of the categorization process as the cognitive basis of group behaviour”
(p. 260). A central concept in understanding the self-categorization process is
depersonalization, which refers to the idea that people, being members of a group,
tend to see themselves and others as similar members of the group, rather than
unique individuals. The concept emphasises that in the formation of groupidentity the focus shifts from personal identity that stresses the uniqueness of the
individual, to the social identity that focuses on group membership. Another
important notion in the conceptualization of categorization process is that of
prototype. It is seen as “subjective representation of the defining attributes of a
social category, which is actively constructed from relevant social information”
(Hogg et al., 1995, p. 261). People actively use prototypes, which are considered
to be a set of features characterizing a member of the group, to evaluate the
behaviour of self and others. Self-categorization theory emphasizes the dynamic
nature of prototypes, which are constructed by members of the group as a way of
combining and managing different ideas about ingroup and out-group in order to
maximize the intragroup similarity and intergroup difference.
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The previous discussion demonstrates that the processes by way of
which the individuals create group-identities are in the centre of attention in SIT.
The criticism put forward here does not concern this general orientation to the
processes, nor is it about the processes proposed by SIT per se. These seem as
interesting ways of explaining group behaviour from the individual’s perspective.
Rather, the criticism has to do with the kind of processes SIT seeks to explain.
According to the view advocated here, all the processes that SIT
proposes are individual-centred. They start from the individual and are directed
outwards towards the other. The question for SIT seems to be, how people’s
perception of themselves as group members can be explained on the individual
cognitive level. The social other or a collective meaning space is taken into
account only as a separated realm with which the individual interacts in these
explanations. It is seen as a background of individual’s functioning. Therefore, the
questions, such as how does the individual mind have the access to the social
information based on which the group-identities become constructed, are not
considered. The individual’s access to the social information is taken as a
pregiven and the focus is just on the cognitive operations that are performed in
individual’s cognitive system with that information.
Hence, the point made here is that SIT neglects certain important
questions by separating individuals from their socio-cultural context and by
starting its explanation from the individual. The idea that people perceive
themselves as members of groups and therefore have group-identities should not
be taken as a pregiven. Similarly, the idea that individuals have access and use
social information to create cognitive constructions should not be taken as a claim
that needs no further explanation. Instead, the more basic question of how
identities emerge in person/environment interaction should also be addressed.
3.2.1.3 Identity as an entity in identity theory and social identity theory
Focusing on identities as entities in people’s heads separate from the social
context from which they have emerged, has led individualistic theories to the
‘discovery’ of many different types of identities. Probably the most influential
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typology put forward by self-categorization theory, is the distinction between
personal and social identity (Turner & Reynolds, 2004). According to Terry
(2001) social identity as “the social component of the self-concept […] derives
from memberships in social groups and social categories, and contrasts with one’s
personal identity, which reflects one’s characteristics as a unique individual” (p.
203). While social identity makes individuals behave in terms of the group,
personal identity sets them apart from all others (Brewer & Gardner, 1996).
Importantly, the difference between social and personal identity lies in the
content, not in the origin. According to Ashmore and colleagues (Ashmore, Deaux
& McLaughlin-Volpe, 2004), identifications that are not related to group
membership (i.e. personal identity) are also social in their origin. In this respect it
would be helpful to use the term collective identity instead of social identity to
refer to group membership5.
The distinction between personal and collective identity has opened up
further discussion about the types of identities that are needed to explain
individual’s functioning in the social world. This discussion is mostly focused
around dividing the collective component of identity into further categories
according to the target of identification. Worchel and his colleagues’ fourdimensional model of identity (Worchel, Iuzzini, Coutant & Ivaldi, 2000;
Worchel & Coutant, 2004) that differentiates between personal identity, group
membership (i.e. social identity), intra-group identity (i.e. person’s position within
the group) and group identity (i.e. group as a separate entity has its own identity),
is one option for expanding the typology. However, the most influential addition
to the initial two-loci concept of identity orientation has been proposed by Brewer
and Gardner (1996), who argue that self should also be considered as “an
interpersonal relationship partner” (Brickson & Brewer, 2001, p. 50). Thus,
relational identity, that concentrates on dyadic relationships and is related to
other-directedness and acting for other’s benefit, should be included as a separate
identity orientation.

5

The two terms, social and collective are used interchangibly in this dissertation.
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In addition to those general conceptualizations, identity types can be
classified also on the basis of different identification targets. Thus, studies dealing
with ethnic identity and studies investigating national identity, are arguably
dealing with two different types of identities. In the former case, identification
with one’s country of origin is in the focus, whereas the latter concentrates on
understanding individual’s identity in relation to the country of residence
(Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind & Vedder, 2001). Similarly ethnic identity and
racial identity are considered to be different types of identity (Helms, 2007), even
if the difference in the meaning of those concepts is not always clear neither for
researchers nor for study participants (Cokley, 2007).
This orientation towards typologies creates an image of identities as
static entities that can be described and categorised. There are at least two
problems with this image. First, the ever-expanding list of different types of
identities poses questions about the inter-relatedness of these cognitive structures.
Recent theorizing proposes that individual identities cannot be conceptualized as
one-dimensional independent types that influence the behaviour of an individual
separately,

as
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individualistic
includes

theories

multiple,

seem

to

inter-sectional

suggest.

Rather,

identities
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simultaneously to create an idiosyncratic pattern of self-understandings (Brewer &
Gardner, 1996; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain, 2001). The static,
individual-centred, measurement-oriented typologies that IT and SIT offer are
limited in capturing a multifaceted and dynamic phenomenon of identification that
people use to make sense of themselves and the world around them.
Second, when identities are considered in this static entity ontological
manner, the questions about the change in relation to individual’s changing lifecircumstances emerge. Once the identities become created are they as cognitive
schemas stored and re-used every time the situation requires or are they always reconstructed anew? More specifically, do people go around having a ready-made
ethnic identity in their head, or do they re-formulate these self-definitions when it
is needed? These are the questions that remain unanswered in individualistic
identity theories.
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3.2.1.4 Summary of the limitations of identity theory and social identity theory
Although social identity theory and identity theory have treated the collective in
an over-individualized manner, their importance in pointing out the role of social
other in the formation of self-concept should not be underestimated. In addition to
that, concepts such as personal, collective and relational identity have been
influential in opening up space for further discussions within individualistic
approach, while being used also in other research traditions (e.g. discourse
psychology, see Hardy, Lawrence & Grant, 2005).
While the previous discussion identified those ideas as interesting and
important, it also pointed to several limitations within the social identity and
identity theories. First, it was argued, that while both SIT and IT acknowledge the
socio-genetic nature of identity, they offer little insights about the processes of
identity construction. The emergence of identity in the social interaction is taken
as pregiven in these theories and not explained. The proposed processes
underlying identity formation are individual-centred and pay little attention to the
role of social other in that process.
Second, it was pointed out that while both SIT and IT see identities as
cognitive schemas, these are conceptualised as relatively stable entities. This view
seems contradictory with the understanding of human consciousness as dynamic
flow of thoughts, where different semiotic constructions are always in the process
of making and remaking. Disappointingly, the emphasis of SIT and IT seems to
be on providing ever-more detailed descriptions and typologies of identity, not on
explaining how and why people use these semiotic constructions for their
successful functioning in the world.
3.2.2 Acculturation and stage theories of identity
3.2.2.1 Acculturation theory – cultures as entities to accept or reject
Conceptualizations of acculturation can be traced back to Plato (Rudmin, 2003).
Iin the contemporary acculturation psychology, Berry’s fourfold theory (Berry,
1990), formulated in the 1980s, has become the most popular. It deals with the
changes in cultural attitudes, values and behaviours that result from sustained
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contact between different cultures. According to Phinney and colleagues (Phinney
et al., 2001) acculturation is the process that explains the changing relationship
between a person’s ethnic identity (i.e. identification with the culture of origin)
and national identity (i.e. identification with the host culture). Berry proposes that
acculturation involves two psychological dimensions: the desire to maintain one’s
ethnic identity; and the perceived value of interacting with other cultural groups
(i.e. out-group orientation) (Giang & Wittig, 2006). Earlier researchers suggested
that these two aspects, sometimes also called enculturation and acculturation
respectively (Kim & Omizo, 2006) should be considered as two extremes of one
continuum, therefore advocating a one-dimensional model according to which
assimilation into host culture leads to the loss of ethnic culture (Kus, 2004).
However, recent theorizing proposes that the two dimensions can also be
independent and therefore interrelated, leading to a bi-dimensional model of
acculturation (Phinney & Ong, 2007). The intersection of those two dimensions
leads to four acculturation strategies: integration or bi-culturalism (the individual
becomes proficient in host culture, while retaining the proficiency in ethnic
culture); assimilation (accepting host culture at the cost of losing ethnic culture);
separation (involvement with one’s ethnic culture and retreat from interactions
with host culture); and marginalization (individual is not interested in having
proficiency neither in one’s ethnic nor in the host culture) (Sussman, 2000). It has
also been proposed that the marginalization strategy could be divided into two
different acculturation orientations: anomie which accounts for the rejection of
both ethnic and host culture, and individualism that refers to people who prefer to
identify themselves as individuals rather than as members of any social group
(Bourhis, Moise, Perreault & Senecal, 1997). Rudmin (2003) has criticised the
fact that the four acculturation types are merely theoretical constructions and not
research-based categories, suggesting that the bi-cultural model of acculturation
produces logically 16 and not only four acculturation types. Nevertheless, the
dominant fourfold acculturation theory suggests that from the point of view of
psychological adaptation and well-being integration is the most, and
marginalization the least beneficial strategy (Giang & Wittig, 2006), although this
claim has not been clearly supported by the research and alternative accounts have
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been proposed (see Rudmin, 2003 for an extensive critique of the fourfold model).
Acculturation has usually been analysed from the immigrant’s,
sojourner’s or minority group member’s perspective (Rudmin, 2003; Giang &
Wittig, 2006). The host culture has usually been considered as an entity that needs
to be accepted or rejected and ethnic culture has been seen as the only element in
that relationship that is open to change. The dominant group’s acculturation
strategies, if they have been conceptualized, have only dealt with attitudes towards
minority groups’ acculturation (Giang & Wittig, 2006). The notion of mutual
acculturation that seeks to explain how sustained contact changes both dominant
and non-dominant culture has been proposed only recently (Molina, Wittig &
Giang, 2004). One of the few acculturation models that takes into account the
dynamic interplay between minority groups’ acculturation strategies, as well as
the orientation of the host culture members, is Bourhis’ (1997) interactive
acculturation model. Nevertheless, acculturation is also in this model considered
to be an individual-centred phenomenon that deals with the change in individual’s
attitudes, values and behaviours. The culture, both ethnic and host culture, as a
socio-historical context of individual’s change is left undefined and the
mechanisms explaining how the change on individual level leads to changes on
collective level are not considered.
Additionally, it has been pointed out in recent relevant literature that as
the acculturation model is bi-directional, it is unable to account for multiple ethnic
and/or national identities. Based on their research on acculturation of Russianspeaking Jewish refugees from the former Soviet Union to the United States,
Persky and Birman (2005) point out the need to expand acculturation framework
in order to allow conceptualization of multiple simultaneous identities (in this
case Russian, Jewish and American). Similarly, Bourhis et al. (1997) point out
that acculturating immigrants may not find themselves in contact only with the
dominant host majority, but need to consider their relationship also with
indigenous host minorities or established immigrant communities within the host
culture (e.g. Mexican American in the United States). However, even if these
authors advocate a multidirectional model of acculturation they consider cultures
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as relatively homogeneous groups that interact and influence each other. Cultures
are seen as distinct entities and the question seems to be how many of those
entities need to be taken into account, while the question how to understand
identities that are related to fuzzy, inter-sectional and overlapping cultural groups,
remains unexplored.
3.2.2.2 Stage theories – from exploring to achieving an identity
Many different stage or developmental theories of identity have been proposed
over the years. While some of them deal with ethnic identity (e.g. Phinney, 1989;
Quintana, 1998) others focus specifically on racial identity (e.g. Helms & Piper,
1994; Vandiver, Cross, Worrell & Fhagen-Smith, 2002). Based on social identity
theory, racial or ethnic groups are considered as important social categories that
people identify with and use to define themselves. As mentioned earlier, the
difference between racial and ethnic identities is a debated and unsettled matter
(Trimble, 2007). As all of these theories, irrespective of whether they deal with
ethnic or racial identity, share the same underlying assumptions (Quintana, 2007),
they will be discussed together in this section.
One of the first developmental perspectives of ethnic identity formation
was proposed by Phinney (1989). Her model is based on Erikson’s (1968) ego
identity model for it describes identity formation as a process striving towards a
stable sense of ethnicity (i.e. achieved ethnic identity). It is also based on Marcia’s
(1980) model of personal identity formation that proposes the development of
identity based on two processes: exploration and commitment. These processes
are the basis of different identity statuses: identity diffusion (i.e. no exploration,
no commitment), identity forecloser (i.e. commitment without exploration),
moratorium (i.e. exploration without commitment) and achieved identity (i.e.
exploration and commitment). According to Phinney (Phinney & Ong, 2007):
“The process of ethnic identity formation involves the construction over time of
one’s sense of self as a group member and of one’s attitudes and understandings
associated with group membership” (p. 275). Similarly to Erikson and Marcia,
Phinney links the stages of ethnic identity development with the maturation and
life-cycle of the individual, conceptualizing adolescence as the period of intense
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exploration that should lead through possible periods of foreclosure and/or
moratorium to an achieved and relatively stable sense of ethnicity by adulthood
(Phinney, 1990).
Other researchers have proposed similar models of ethnic or racial
identity that conceptualize identity development as a multistage movement
towards a relatively stable and positive self-image. According to Quintana (1998),
racial-ethnic identity progresses from something that is passively acquired to
something that needs to be explored and thereafter integrated into one’s selfconcept in a personally meaningful way. According to his theory, children’s
racial-ethnic cognitions develop from superficial physical characteristics, through
understanding the literal characteristics related to certain ethnicity (such as
language), and through understanding the social implications of belonging to a
certain ethnic-racial category, into a more collectively-oriented awareness of
inter- and intra-group dynamics (Lee & Quintana, 2005). Cross’ nigrescence
theory describes different types of black identity that correspond to different
stages in racial identity development (Vandiver et al., 2002). Differently from
Helms’ racial identity theory (Helms & Piper, 1994), that seems to suggest one
route of identity development from passively acquired external self-definition that
devalues blackness into internalization of positive racial-group commitment,
Cross’ model suggests that encounters with racial discrimination and exploration
of one’s racial identity can lead to different identity profiles (e.g. internalization
stage can be characterized by multi-culturalist identity or black nationalist
identity). The main difference between these theoretical models seems to lie in the
importance that is given to the discrimination experience: while models of racial
identity (e.g. Cross and Helms) seem to emphasise the experience of
discrimination as a trigger of identity exploration and point out the need of
preparation against discrimination, ethnic identity models (e.g. Phinney and
Quintana) seem to pay less attention to this (Quintana, 2007). Despite these
differences, the models seem to be based on similar underlying assumptions
regarding the role of crisis and identity exploration in adolescence, and seeing
identity formation as a stepwise movement from passively acquired external selfunderstanding towards a higher level of coherence, stability and positive self38
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concept.
3.2.2.3 Limitations of acculturation and stage theories
While both acculturation theory and the previously discussed stage theories of
ethnic-racial identity have been highly influential in generating theoretical
discussions and empirical research, they seem to offer a relatively static and
individual-centred approach of identity functioning. While focusing on the
relationship

between

different

cultures,

acculturation

theory

seems

to

conceptualize culture as a static entity that is available for the person to accept or
reject. Cultural groups, which are usually differentiated on the basis of language
or country, are considered relatively homogeneous and stable over periods of time
(Toomela, 2003). Cultural messages are treated as relatively fixed and stable
entities and a uni-directional culture transfer model that does not assume changes
neither in host culture nor in ethnic culture as a result of individual’s engagement,
is used (Valsiner, 2007b). Consequently, the individual’s own agency, as well as
specific processes by way of which new cultural messages become integrated into
a person’s psychological system, remains under-theorized and under-investigated
in the research grounded in this theoretical tradition.
The general model of identity formation, i.e. the move from a steadystate condition to a stage of exploration as a result of some triggering event, which
becomes resolved in a relatively stable, coherent and positive self-image, offered
by stage theories is thought-provoking. However, it seems somewhat simplistic to
link it directly to the life cycle of an individual. Despite the fact that ethnicity
seems to be a relatively stable feature of person’s self-concept, it seems more
appropriate to conceptualize identity formation of post-modern individuals, who
find themselves relocating and acculturating several times during a lifetime, as an
ongoing process where the awareness-exploration-resolution cycle is continuously
reproduced and re-experienced. Therefore, it seems that different stage theories as
well as the acculturation theory explain identity development and functioning in a
somewhat static and one-dimensional manner that does not allow understanding
of the life experiences of post-modern people in their phenomenological richness.
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3.3 Social constructionist view of identity
The emergence of social constructionism approach in psychology could be seen as
a reaction against two ideas in psychological thinking. On the one hand, it is an
attempt to conceptualize person’s functioning in the post-modern era that is
characterised by fragmentarity and instability, therefore making the “notion of
stable, bounded and cohesive self” (Falmagne, 2004, p. 835) inappropriate for
describing personal sense-making. On the other hand, it is a reaction against overindividualized treatment of individual-collective relationship (Gergen, 1989). As
such it is a shift from self-in-isolation to self-in-relation perspective (Bartel &
Dutton, 2001). Social constructionism argues against understanding the self as a
self-contained, distinct entity, as an integrated whole and primary reality from
which the rest, including society stems from (Sampson, 1989). For individual and
society are not separated entities, but “society constitutes and inhabits the very
core of whatever passes for personhood: each is interpenetrated by its other”
(Sampson, 1989, p. 4). Identities arise out of “historical conditions, power
relations and ongoing social processes” (Nagel, 2000, p. 114). The
interrelatedness of individual and society becomes visible in social interactions
where people utilize cultural-historical texts, while also reproducing these through
their usage.
3.3.1 Discursive realities
Human reality is created in texts, discourses and conversations, while being also
described by these. Culture-specific and historically defined discourse is the
primary medium within which identities are created and have their currency
(Shotter & Gergen, 1989). People are embedded in texts and discourses and the
reality of their self-understandings and conceptions of others is derived from,
constrained by, utilized in, distributed through, modelled upon and begun with
culturally specific discourses (Shi-xu, 2006). The way we talk about ourselves and
others is predetermined by already existing and established ways that we must use
in order to make ourselves understandable, intelligible and justifiable (Slugoski &
Ginsburg, 1989). The very fact that we talk about self and identity as something
we have, as something that exists out there as a separate entity, is an example of
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the functioning of the dominant western individual-centred text (Shotter, 1989).
According to social constructionism, the communicative space between
people, where collectively and historically constructed texts are used and
reproduced, constitutes the reality. Radical social constructionism denies the
existence of ‘real’ or material reality beyond the socially constructed discourse
and claims that the only accessible reality is the discursive one (Costall, 2007).
Discourse as the usage of language is not simply a window to the mental reality,
but it is the reality. The self is essentially discursive, just as well as identity is a
discursive and social construction (Shotter, 1989; Shi-xu, 2006). In other words,
the self as a text is “an intersection of discourses and a constellation of subject
positions” (Falmagne, 2004, p. 835). Identity-making is a communicational
practice and identities cannot be understood as something that exist outside
individuals’ discursive practices (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). According to Shotter
(1989): “I is a sign that is non-referential with respect to any extra-linguistic
reality” (p. 139). As discursive objects that come to life only in discourses,
identities are always in the process of making and remaking. They are multifaceted and ever-changing. Thus, social constructionism allows exploring how
individuals constantly define and redefine themselves, how their different
identities in form of different voices become visible in the discourses they use.
3.3.2 Analysing discursive practices and powerful texts
Discourse becomes the main object of study in social constructionism approach
that claims the sole existence of discursive reality. Texts, discourses and
conversations describe the discursive reality, but also make clear what is proposed
and allowed, what is desirable and what is deplored in a certain social context.
Texts reveal social positions and identities that are available for people to claim
for themselves and authorize for others. Billig (1995) points out that most of these
remainders, or ‘flaggings’ of ideological possibilities that create one’s identity,
remain unnoticed. They have become normal, or to use Billig’s terminology,
banal elements of our daily lives that are not paid attention to. However, they exist
to guide the construction and reproduction of our own and others’ selfunderstandings.
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Thus, in social constructionism thinking, cultural-historical texts are
not neutral resources for individuals to use. Instead, they constitute powerful
means through which society imposes its will upon individuals and controls them
(Parker, 1989). Thus, the social seems to be a more powerful partner in the
individual-collective relationship (Michael, 1996). While criticising the fact that
the social has power and control over individual’s sense-making, social
constructionism also admits its inevitability. Thus, the co-constructive nature of
individual-collective relationship is in social constructionism not balanced, but
biased towards the powerful social at the expense of the individual’s agency.
3.3.3 Limitations of the social constructionist view
The emphasis that social constructionism places on texts, discourses and
conversations is a valuable and important contribution to the general field of
psychology, including identity research. The ‘power’ of language in shaping the
individual’s actions as well as their thinking has been considered and used in
studies by many researchers (e.g. Mercer, 2000). The analysis of texts and
discourses that allows revealing the negotiations and struggles people engage with
as they try to make sense of the world and themselves is a valuable tool to be used
in identity research. However, narratives have often been used only as
descriptions of different types of identity talk (both in terms of content and style),
without offering further conceptualizations of identity processes in the individual
or collective level. Contrary to the social constructionism view, it could be argued
that there is more to identities than just stories about persons, and that a
psychological reality that consists of the subjective constellation of different
identities as particular realizations of cultural texts exists beyond discursive
practices (see also Shi-xu, 2006). As Falmagne (2004) argues: “There is a
conceptual necessity for a ‘site’ that remains ontologically continuous through
moments of relational meaning construction and through moments of discursive
construction of the subject, a site that anchors these moments and contradictions”
(p. 835, original emphasis).
Another issue to consider in relation to social constructionism is related
to the role of individual actors as opposed to cultural-historical texts in the
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individual-collective relationship. It seems that the relationship between the two is
not balanced, but the supremacy of the social is emphasised at the expense of
individual’s agency (Dodds, Lawrence & Valsiner, 1997). Individual agents do
not only use discourses, but have to comply with these or resist them with great
difficulties as the texts have “exclusive constitutive power” (Falmagne, 2004, p.
838). As Holland and her colleagues (Holland et al., 2001) have pointed out:
“Social constructivism conceives discourses and practices to be the tools that
build the self in contexts of power, rather than as expressions of stable
interpretations of world and values that have been imparted to the person through
enculturation” (p. 27). Despite stressing the ‘power’ of socio-cultural texts,
ideologies and social categories in creating and reproducing certain identities,
social constructionism has not been hugely successful in providing systematic
account of the emergence and stabilization of these social categories or ideologies
(Nagel, 2000).
However, it has to be acknowledged that there are many different
strands in the social constructionist approach. The one described here, stressing
the existence of discursive reality and seeing identities as mere realizations of
powerful collective texts, can be seen as a radical version of social
constructionism. In recent decades other approaches have emerged that place
greater emphasis on persons’ authorship in creating their personal stories in ways
that are enabled or suggested by their cultures. For example, Butler (1997)
emphasises that individuals can also contest the dominant norms and ways the
identities are structured and restricted by discourses and therefore execute their
active agency. Similarly, while being interested in ways identities are constructed
in narratives Sfard and Prusak (2005) take a more balanced view to the
individual’s functioning within the discursive world. This latter version of social
constructionism is closer to socio-cultural view of identity that seeks to describe
the person-culture intertwining in a balanced manner (see Chapter 4).
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3.4 Conclusions
In this chapter two theoretical perspectives of identity were contrasted and
discussed with the aim of pointing out their main postulates and underlying
assumptions. Social identity theory, identity theory, acculturation and ethnic
identity theories were considered to be based on essentialist and individualistic
principles and therefore seen as mostly focusing on the entity-like nature of
identity. In contrast, social constructionist view was seen as a perspective that
denies the entity ontology and rather centres on the processual nature of identity.
It was acknowledged in the chapter that both of these theoretical
perspectives include fruitful ideas that are worth considering and developing
further when conceptualising identity. The role of the social other in personal
sense-making, including texts as representations of social others, the awarenessexploration-resolution cycle and the idea of discourses as important resources for
investigating personal sense-making were identified as such valuable ideas.
Nevertheless, due to the focus of these conceptual frames on either
entity or on process, which becomes evident when the underlying assumptions of
the perspectives are considered, these theoretical perspectives are seen as onesided and therefore limited. Instead, a theoretical frame that enables to explain
identity both in terms of process as well as in terms of entity, is assumed to be
necessary for a fruitful conceptualization of identity. Socio-cultural perspective is
considered to be such a framework in the current investigation. The underlying
assumptions and relevant ideas within this theoretical approach are discussed in
greater detail in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
THEORETICAL BASIS OF THE STUDY
The present chapter seeks to provide an overview of the theoretical underpinnings
of the current research project. Socio-cultural tradition is used in this investigation
as a starting point for offering a universal model of identity construction that takes
into account both the entity-like and process-like nature of this psychological
phenomenon.
Giving an overview of the conceptualization of identity within sociocultural perspective is not a straightforward task. Despite the vast amount of
theoretical and empirical work that deals with issues of identity, the field seems to
lack a comprehensive account of this psychological phenomenon. Valsiner’s
(1998; 2007b) socio-genetic theory of personality that deals with a similar
psychological phenomenon, is the most elaborate account of this sort, and will
therefore be frequently referred to in the following theoretical discussion.
Nevertheless, most of the theorizing within socio-cultural perspective about
identity remains on a general level, without elaboration of how exactly the
theoretical principles of socio-cultural approach can be utilized in building a
model of identity construction (see for example Penuel & Wertsch, 1995). In the
current chapter the main ideas of socio-cultural tradition that can be used to build
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a comprehensive account of identity construction will be discussed. A model that
is based on these general ideas will be presented in Chapter 7.

4.1 Socio-genetic nature of human psyche – a rediscovered old idea
The idea that all higher human psychological processes, such as thinking or
memorizing are social in their nature is not new, but was shared by many seminal
thinkers of the turn of the 19th century – both in Europe and in the United States.
For example, James Mark Baldwin’s theory of development that is built around
the notion of persistent imitation which transforms individual’s experiences in and
of the external world into novel intra-personal constructions, echoes the sociogenetic worldview (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000; Valsiner, 2007a). The idea
that the origin and nature of human mind is essentially social was clearly present
also in the works of French psychiatrist Pierre Janet, a close friend of Baldwin.
His theory of conduct is based on the ideas that all private mental acts, such as
language or thought, are originally social; that all higher mental functions are the
result of a long and complex development; and that higher mental processes are
tied to the actions subject performs (van der Veer, 1994).
George Herbert Mead (1934), another influential figure from the turn of
the century, explains the emergence of individual consciousness through social
communication using the concept of social act, in which a vocal gesture (or a
significant symbol) from an individual evokes an appropriate response from
others that completes the social act by giving meaning to person’s initial action
(Farr, 1996). Hence, each social act includes divergent, yet complementary
perspectives, such as giving-receiving or hiding-seeking, that people become
aware and familiar with through their participation in and experiences of different
activities, mass media, imagination and games (Gillespie, 2006). The divergent,
but complementary perspectives are simultaneously evoked by a significant
symbol, making it possible for the person to become aware, change and integrate
these perspectives (Gillespie, 2005). By internalizing this divergent position, i.e.
taking the perspective of the other, a person can become the observer of one’s
own actions, a self-reflective subject with a distinct sense of self (Dodds et al.,
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1997; Gillespie, 2007a).
Last but not least, the complex theoretical framework of Lev Vygotsky
that is built around the notion of semiotic mediation of higher psychological
functions has been vastly influential in the recent re-discovery of the sociocultural world view (Daniels, 2001). While Vygotsky’s thinking is original in
many ways, it also integrates many of the ideas of other influential thinkers of his
period (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). Baldwin’s ideas about persistent
imitation that transforms the external social experiences and ‘fossilizes’ these in
person-specific intra-psychological constructions has found its way into
Vygotsky’s notion of internalization as the basis of the social↔personal
interaction. Baldwin’s ideas about double nature of imitation, where the copy
carries certain social suggestions, but also transcends these in a personally unique
way, are utilized in Vygotsky’s method of double stimulation, where the auxiliary
means offered to the individual have a meaning potential that can be taken up in a
personally relevant manner to solve the problem situation (Valsiner, 2007a).
Similarly, Baldwin’s ideas about art and play as contexts where individuals can
transcend their current state of development, have found their way into
Vygotsky’s theorizing (Valsiner, 1994). Vygotsky has also used and made wellknown Janet’s fundamental assertion that higher psychological functions emerge
through the social interaction and appear first at the interpersonal, external level
and only then intra-psychologically (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000). Even if
Mead and Vygotsky never met, the similarity between their ideas about significant
symbol and sign is noteworthy, too (Gillespie, 2007a).
The ideas of these seminal thinkers, as well as the thoughts of William
James, John Dewey, Josiah Royce and Charles Sanders Pierce have formed the
basis of the contemporary socio-cultural perspective that has emerged since the
1980s and 1990s. References to the ideas of those thinkers will be made
throughout the current thesis, together with indications to more recent
developments in this theoretical tradition.
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4.2 Underlying assumptions of the socio-cultural approach
The socio-cultural perspective is based on the idea that the person and
surrounding environment are inseparable and mutually transformative (Sawyer,
2002). Instead of treating collective and individual as separate elements that
somehow influence each other (Costall, 2007), socio-cultural approach seeks to
conceptualize the two as a single dialogically interrelated system (Marková,
2003b), where the individual can be understood as “a higher form of sociality”
(Vygotsky, 1989, p. 59). The person and his/her surrounding environment are
seen as intertwined open-ended systems, which depend for their existence upon
mutual exchanges (Valsiner & Diriwächter, 2008). While being dynamic wholes
in themselves, they also can be seen as parts of a larger whole. Some authors
within the socio-cultural perspective propose treating the two in a completely
inseparable manner (e.g. Rogoff, 1990), while others prefer an analytic or
inclusive separability that enables to “distinguish the organism (person) from its
environment (social world) while remaining their dynamic interdependence”
(Valsiner, 1998, p. 352). The latter approach assumes that for research purposes
person and environment can be investigated separately as far as their
interrelatedness is kept in mind. This inclusive separation is utilized also in the
current research project. The main focus is on the individual’s functioning, that is
nevertheless explored within and in relation to the surrounding environment. Most
of the authors, whose ideas will be discussed in the following sections, tend to
treat person and context in this inclusively separated manner. This is especially
true with the authors who conceptualize the intertwining of the person and
environment through issues of otherness and dialogicality.
In addition to assuming person-environment inseparability, the sociocultural approach takes a process ontological approach to psychological
phenomena (Sawyer, 2002). It acknowledges the “need to concentrate not on the
product of development, but on the very process by which higher forms [of
psychological functioning] are established” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 64). Hence,
socio-culturally oriented research efforts focus on understanding psychological
phenomena in their functioning. They look at these as processes at the boundary
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between person and context, which link the two together. Hence, psychological
phenomena are not seen as entities that are created as a result of external↔internal
movements and characterise solely individual. Similarly to the inseparability
claim, the process ontology is utilized in variety of ways by different authors.
References to these variations will be made in the text, especially when the topic
of internalization/externalization is discussed.

4.3 Person within the socio-cultural context
The wish to emphasise the inseparability of the social and personal as opposed to
the individualistic separation of person from its environment, has led to the
increased interest in conceptualizing the collective component of the personenvironment relationship. While the ethnographically oriented accounts focus on
describing the social contexts in their entirety and complexity (e.g. Rogoff, 2003),
many socio-culturally oriented models seem to concentrate on explaining some
aspect of the culture. For example, Moscovici (1998; 2007) focuses on what he
calls ‘social representations’, i.e. systems of values, ideas and practices, as
elaborations of social objects for the purpose of behaving and communicating
(Moscovici & Marková, 1998; Wagner, 1998). Cole (1996) sees culture as
consisting of different cultural artefacts, that are simultaneously ideal and material
and “coordinate human being with the world and one another in a way that
combines the properties of tools and symbols” (p. 144). Wertsch (2002) talks
about collective voices, that represent different actors, including institutional
actors in the society, and which become integrated into the intra-psychological
system of individuals. While these accounts claim to treat person and environment
in their complete inseparability, the individual is often left out of the focus of the
explanation; more precisely, the individual is considered merely through
explaining which aspects of collective sphere enable the emergence of individual
psyche.
4.3.1 Person in multiple ‘figured worlds’
While belonging to this tradition of complete person-environment inseparability,
that focuses on specific collective semiospheres (Lotman, 1999) as spaces of
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personal meaning construction, Holland and her colleagues’ notion of ‘figured
world’ seems to offer a more holistic approach to describing the social contexts
within which individuals function (Holland et al., 2001).
By “figured world”, then, we mean a socially and culturally constructed realm
of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are recognized,
significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued over
others. […] These collective “as-if” worlds are sociohistoric, contrived
interpretations or imaginations that mediate behavior and so, from the
perspective of heuristic development, inform participants’ outlooks. The ability
to sense (see, hear, touch, taste, feel) the figured world becomes embodied over
time, through continual participation (Holland et al., 2001, p. 52-53).

Figured worlds produce and can be characterised by shared activities,
discourses and artefacts that people engage with. By following a certain scenario
or rules of thinking, feeling and acting people who participate in a figured world,
reproduce those scripts, keeping the figured world alive, at the same time also
developing it. Holland uses the notion of ‘improvisation’ to account for moments
when the personal and collective interpretations of appropriate behaviour within
the figured world collide and a person has to come up with new ways of acting,
feeling and thinking. Improvisations change the self-definition of the person, but
they also leave a trace in the collective activity context.
Different subject positions, defined by social relations, content and
boundaries of the figured world, are available for individuals to take up,
reconstruct or resist through participation. Holland seems to conceive the personal
meaning creation and participation in a shared figured world as a process of
negotiation. For personal meanings are not constructed independently from
others’ suggestions, but individuals’ idiosyncratic ways of engaging with the
world need to be intelligible and justifiable to others. Thus, the figured world is
defined also by the way others act in it and becoming a participant in a figured
world means actively internalizing some of those action patterns. Figured worlds
are constraining, but they are also enabling and empowering. Holland emphasises
that the negotiations of personal meanings allow people to become what they want
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to be and can be in a figured world, instead of merely being shaped by historically
developed socio-cultural activity settings.
Holland and her colleagues’ (Holland et al., 2001; Holland & Lave,
2001) conceptualization emphasises that during their life course, people are
simultaneously engaged with many different collective meaning spaces that guide
their behaviour and self-definition (e.g. simultaneous engagement with the figured
world of Anonymous Alcoholics and that of a single parent). They direct our
attention to the fact that often these figured worlds with their specific constraints
and allowances may be contradictory and require a constant identity negotiation
from the acting individual. Understanding these personal sense-making struggles
requires segmenting person’s life experience into meaningful units and
understanding the respective socio-historic activity settings in their entirety and
complexity.
4.3.2 Individual meaning space as personal culture
While Holland’s account seems to be dominated by the interest in the functioning
of the collective sphere, Valsiner (1998) offers an account that seeks to explain
the content of both the social and the personal. This is achieved by separating the
person and context analytically, while assuming their interrelatedness. Describing
the dynamic interrelatedness of individual and collective worlds Valsiner uses the
notions of ‘personal and collective cultures’:
The collective culture entails communally shared meanings, social norms, and
everyday life practices, all united in a heterogeneous complex. On the basis of
this complex, individual persons construct their personally idiosyncratic
semiotic systems of symbols, practices, and personal objects, all of which
constitute the personal culture. The relation between the collective and personal
cultures is conceptualized as persons’ active and constructive internalizationexternalization process (Valsiner, 1998, p. 30).

Personal culture is defined as everything that has a meaning to a
person, everything that one considers to be related to or belonging to. Personal
culture can be considered to have a mental as well as a physical aspect. The latter
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is understood as the physical extension of the person into the surrounding
environment through tangible objects that carry certain subjective meanings.
Referring to the idea that the boundary between the person and the surrounding
world does not run along the body contours of the person, William James used the
concept of ‘material self’ (Fuhrer, 2004). Similarly, Heidmets’ (1989) notion of
‘personalization of the environment’ refers to the expansion of the self into the
surrounding environment, by way of attributing certain subjective meanings to
objects and therefore creating a link between the object and the individual. Hence,
a bank-account or a personally significant novel is a material object out in the
collective world, but through the meaning attached to it, it becomes part of the
self.
In addition to this partially material, partially semiotic spatial extension
of the self, the purely mental aspect of personal culture consists of all the ideas
that the individual holds, the emotions, motives, interests and opinions one has
and the plans for actions one creates. This is the imaginary space between
internalization and externalization, that Zittoun (2004) calls ‘interiority’. This
semiotic sphere consists of subjective signs that person has created in order to
capture in abstract and generalized form the ever-changing experience, and to
create a bridge from the past into present and forward to the future (Valsiner,
2001). It is assumed that through the sign-making the person creates a feeling of
continuity and stability, a sense of self and identity. These concepts, that in the
individualistic psychology are treated as separate entities are considered to be the
same process, the same psychological function in the current theoretical approach
and therefore used interchangeably (Fuhrer, 2004). They are all similarly
conceptualized “as a process of constant construction and reconstruction of the
subjective totality of reflections upon the world” (Valsiner, 1998, p. 399). In other
words, personal culture can be understood as a collection of personally significant
objects and subjective signs, including self-understandings that provide the feeling
of self and identity, that the person utilizes to regulate one’s relationship with the
world and to organize and master one’s own behaviour (Vygotsky, 1978; Holland
& Lachicotte, 2007).
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4.3.3 Shared socio-cultural context as collective culture
Collective culture is in Valsiner’s account defined as consisting of objects that
have a certain meaning to all people in that collective culture.
Collective culture is the living field of the suggested meanings, feelings and
actions with which the person interacts over the life course. It also is the living
site of the development of social structures (e.g., families, schools, political
organizations), groups of people (e.g., birth cohorts, social classes) and
ideological institutions (e.g., religion, law) (Lawrence & Valsiner, 2003, p. 726).

One of the most important and widely-investigated aspects of collective
culture is language. Collective culture also includes social representations
(Raudsepp, 2005). It also contains Wertsch’ (2002) textual resources that echo the
multiple voices of individual and institutional social others from the past, present
and future. Collective culture is composed of cultural artefacts as described by
Cole (1996) and Wartofsky (1979), too. For the former “an artefact is an aspect of
the material world that has been modified over the history of its incorporation into
goal-directed human action” (Cole, 1996, p. 117). It is simultaneously material
and conceptual. Similarly, Wartofsky understands artefacts as “objectifications of
human needs and intentions already invested with cognitive and affective content”
(Wartofsky, 1979, p. 204). His three-level classification is useful in pointing out
the variety of cultural artefacts available for people to engage with. Primary
artefacts consist of material objects that can be used in a specific (practical)
context for specific purposes (e.g. axe or blackboard). Secondary artefacts include
the “recipes” for using these material objects (e.g. norms, rules, traditions).
Tertiary artefacts consist of ‘imagined worlds’ that are not closely related to the
practical activity, but allow people to go beyond their immediate life context (e.g.
art works).
Hence, historically developed collective culture in its variety of forms
is a set of social suggestions or cultural messages that individuals as active agents
exploit to create their own personal meaning spaces (i.e. personal cultures). Cole’s
(1996) garden metaphor is useful in understanding the role of culture as
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understood in socio-cultural perspective. According to Cole, to cultivate, means to
take care of something, to look after its growth, development and improvement.
Culture should therefore be understood not as a static system of symbols, but as
an open and ever-changing system of facilitating and auxiliary devices to be
actively engaged with. The artefacts as social suggestions in the culture are
available for persons to go beyond their current capabilities. They are accessible
for individuals to be used as tools to do something else, to rise to another level, to
improve and to develop. Zittoun’s (2007b) account of cultural elements being
used as symbolic resources fits perfectly with the garden metaphor of culture. Her
cultural elements are “complex symbolic constellations, such as objects or rites
within family, religious or national traditions, which are shared diachronically, or
such as books, novels or paintings, which are made out of organizations of
semiotic units within discrete objects, synchronically available in a given society”
(Zittoun, 2004, p. 132). This specific group of cultural artefacts (tertiary artefacts
in Wartofsky’s terminology) can be used by individuals as symbolic resources to
support the work of transition in which persons are trying to restructure their
personal culture and restore sense of continuity and stability beyond an
unexpected event or a rupture. However, by engaging with the shared meaning
space in their idiosyncratic ways and by externalizing their engagements, people
contribute, alter or rise to another level also that shared knowledge space.
Therefore, even if the personal and collective cultures are described separately in
Valsiner’s account, their separability is analytical and inclusive. The two are
inevitably intertwined.
Valsiner’s account enables us to bring together different concepts that
seek to describe the socio-cultural environment, as well as providing an account of
the personal aspect of this interactive system. Differently from Holland and her
colleagues’ conceptualization, Valsiner seeks to describe the contents of the
collective semiosphere that surrounds the person in general terms, not describing
the specific zones as ‘figured worlds’ inside this general meaning field. From this
perspective the two accounts are complementary. However, Valsiner’s account of
personal culture is an important addition to Holland’s otherwise culture-centred
approach. For this reason, his conceptualization of personal and collective culture
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has been used as an important underlying idea in the current research project.

4.4 Dynamic intertwining of the person and the socio-cultural context
Person and environment as open-ended dynamic systems are separated from each
other by a boundary. The structures of these open-ended systems are fluid and
open to be transformed through mutual exchanges (Diriwächter & Valsiner,
2005). The processes at the boundary intertwine the two systems by bringing the
material from the external plane (i.e. from one system) to the internal plane (i.e.
into another system) and then to the external field again. The person and
environment as parts of a larger whole become therefore simultaneously
connected and separated, as their interrelatedness is continuously renewed in a
never-ending cycle.
4.4.1 Semiotic mediation as the basis of person-context intertwining
The general socio-cultural perspective with its variety of applications is based on
the idea that person and culture become intertwined through semiotic mediation.
Human beings are active subjects who relate to their surrounding world by way
of constant construction of semiotically mediated intrapsychological [...] and
extrapsychological [...] psychological devices (Valsiner, 1998, p. 115).

When talking about semiotic mediation it is often referred to
Vygotsky’s (1978) conviction that all human development is mediated by cultural
tools that are in their essence semiotic. Socialization and enculturation can be
understood as the process of introducing a child into the shared knowledge and
experience pool of the cultural community, and the child gradually starting to use
these suggested cultural tools as resources for her functioning in the socio-cultural
context. According to Penuel and Wertsch (1995): “Mediational means, or
cultural tools, are resources for individuals that shape, empower, constrain, and
have the potential to transform action” (p. 86). Introduction of a new concept or a
new instrument to the problem situation helps the person to solve the problem, to
reconfigure it, to manage it. The improvement is not quantitative as in speed or
efficiency. Rather it is a qualitative shift; the entire situation becomes restructured
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on the semiotic level to allow more adaptive functioning (e.g. a little boy is using
a timetable and a watch to turn a lonely, scary and uncertain train journey into an
interesting and purposeful activity of checking arrival and departure times; (see
Zittoun, 2007a). Hence, cultural tools are not only ways of purposefully acting on
the environment, but they are also means for transforming these purposes in
important ways and therefore mediating individual’s psychological functioning
(Penuel & Wertsch, 1995).
Wertsch (2007) distinguishes between two types of mediation. In the
case of explicit mediation the ‘stimulus mean’ is introduced to the problem
situation intentionally and purposefully by the person or by the social other and
the tool itself is obvious and nontransitory. In contrast, implicit mediation does
not involve the purposeful and intentional introduction of signs into the situation,
but rather these signs, being related to social or inner speech, are “part of a
preexisting, independent stream of communicative action that becomes integrated
with other forms of goal-directed behaviour” (Wertsch, 2007, p. 181). The two
forms are not separated, but instead intertwined, with the explicit mediation being
accompanied by the implicit mediation. Therefore mediation and the messages it
carries with it are not always clear and visible neither to the observer nor to the
acting individual. The subjective signs, once created, regulate the behaviour
without the individual being necessarily aware of them. At the same time, the
usage of explicit mediation can make implicit mediational processes visible6.
4.4.2 Processes underlying person-context intertwining
While the idea of semiotic mediation of individual psychological functioning is
shared by all socio-culturally oriented authors, the boundary-processes by way of
which external semiotic material becomes internal and thereafter external again in
a never-ending cycle, are conceptualized somewhat differently. All these
conceptualizations stress the active agency of the individual in this transformative

6

Vygotsky’s double-stimulation method uses this idea. See Chapter 6 about methodology for
further explanation.
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process, but differ in the emphasis that is placed on the inseparability of the
person and environment (Valsiner, 1998). Rogoff (1990; 2003) uses the term
‘participatory appropriation’ to explain the personal change that emerges through
person’s active participation in social practice. She emphasizes the social
interaction as an important basis for the development of new skills and ideas at the
individual level, as the person moves from being an apprentice in social practice
to the position of an expert (Wenger, 1998). Similarly, Cole (1996) and Wertsch
(2002), emphasising the person-environment inseparability, have preferred to use
the term ‘appropriation’ to refer to the process by way of which cultural messages
are brought over to the intra-personal space, i.e. made one’s own. However, it has
been suggested that while focusing on the social interaction and participation in
shared socio-cultural practice that guide and enable the construction of new ideas
and the restructuring of personal meaning space, the accounts of appropriation do
not offer an explanation of how this construction at the individual level takes
place (Dodds et al., 1997; Fuhrer, 2004). Alternatively, the concept of
internalization together with its counterpart externalization that connect the
analytically separated person and environment, has been proposed to explain the
individual level processes by way of which external↔internal movements take
place (Valsiner, 1998). While being criticised for its individual-centeredness
(Matusov, 1998; Wertsch, 2002), the internalization/externalization concepts
seem to offer an explanation how the person is shaped by the socio-cultural
context while simultaneously shaping it. As these concepts place greater emphasis
on the concrete mechanisms of the external↔internal movements at the individual
level, they have informed the current study that seeks to understand the
individual’s sense-making within and in relation to the socio-cultural world.
4.4.2.1 Active internalization
Valsiner (1998) defines the reciprocal processes of internalization/externalization
as follows:
Internalization is the process by which meanings that relate to phenomena, and
that are suggested to the individual by ‘social others’ who pursue their personal
goals while assuming social roles, are brought over into individual’s
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intrapsychological system. This ‘bringing-over’ process involves constructive
modification of the ‘brought-over’ material by the person. The reciprocal
process of externalization connotes activities by which the once-social – but now
personal – set of meanings is constructively moved into novel contexts within the
social environment (Valsiner, 1998, p. 115).

According to this line of reasoning, the individual is constrained by the
collective culture, i.e. socio-cultural context influences the development of
individual’s psychological functions. This was the underlying idea of Vygotsky
and Luria’s experiments in the Central-Asia in 1930s (Tulviste, 1984). More
recently, the idea of constraining culture has been investigated through the lenses
of power and control. For example, Wertsch (2002) talks about authoritative texts
(e.g. religion or political ideology) that are not meant to be questioned or
dialogically engaged with, but rather accepted as given resources by individuals.
Daniels (1989; 1995) points to the power relations and division of labour within
practices that influence the ways people can construct their personal meanings,
and shows how different school settings can affect the development of children’s
psychological functioning and behaviour patterns (Daniels, Holst, Lunt & UlsøeJohansen, 1996). Similarly, Engeström’s (2000; 2001) emphasis on rules,
community and division of labour in activity systems is guided by the need of
making the influence of socio-cultural context “visible” and offering tools to
conceptualize its complexity, too.
However, culture is simultaneously constraining and enabling. It
constrains individual’s development to a set of possible pathways, but not to a
single one (Fuhrer, 2004). Collective meanings are offered as starting points for
individuals to engage with the culture dialogically. The person-environment
relationship is understood as a “independent dependence” (Valsiner, 1998). Thus,
a person is an active agent in the internalization that is essentially a transformative
process (Lawrence & Valsiner, 1993). Bringing the external semiotic material
over to the internal plane requires innovation and novelty; it requires coordination of the new with the old that brings along the restructuring of both.
Hence, it is often accompanied with tension and resistance. Internalization is
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therefore best understood as co-construction (Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004). The
individuals do not simply ‘take over’ or ‘take in’ the suggestions offered to them
by the social other. The social suggestions are not ready-made and fixed, but
rather they are meaning potentials that become actualized in a specific way in
person’s engagement with the world. Vygotsky has differentiated between the
relatively stable and unified ‘collective meaning’ and dynamic and fluid ‘personal
sense’ that changes with the context (Vygotsky, 1987). Similarly, Bakhtin (1986)
has brilliantly illustrated the dynamics between social and personal by pointing
out that the word (or utterance) is always half alien, carrying the meanings,
intentions and expressions of the others, that are unified with one’s ‘own-ness’.
Falmagne’s (2004) differentiation between active and non-deliberate agency adds
another layer to this discussion: while the active agency constitutes person’s
active and purposeful internalization, rejection and negotiation efforts, the nondeliberate agency refers to the affective and motivational “baggage” that
influences the personal sense-making, often without individual’s awareness. Thus,
personal sense of the individual is “a concrete realization of a cultural possibility
that transcends their singularity” (Roth, 2007, p. 89). Personal sense is not an
exact reflection of collective meaning space, but the person always “constructs an
understanding of the world that goes beyond the collective culture in idiosyncratic
ways” (Valsiner, 1998 p. 32).
4.4.2.2 Creative externalization
Internalization goes hand in hand with externalization. Being brought over and
integrated into the internal meaning space, cultural messages are also reflected
back to the collective culture, creating novelty and change also in the social
sphere. Internalization and externalization are interrelated processes that cannot
exist without one another. Both, the personal and the collective become altered in
continuous internalization-externalization cycles through which new semiotic and
material realities are created (Zittoun, Duveen, Gillespie, Ivinson & Psaltis, 2003).
The graffiti artists’ creative self-expressions, that Fuhrer (2004) describes, are
visible traces of an individuals’ sense-making, that other’s can engage with on the
level of meaning. Similarly, the ideas expressed by a young scientist that are taken
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up and used by his colleagues create new collective meaning spaces. Hence, the
collective sphere changes the person, and becomes changed as a result of
individual’s actions. The object, that person engages with, changes, while also
working back on the individual (Stetsenko, 2005). As Edwards (2005) claims: “In
this transactional relationship between subject and object we transform the object
through, for example, contesting its meaning and understanding it better and we
also transform ourselves” (p. 174). Hence, collective history becomes part of
individuals’, while individuals simultaneously make history in both their personal
as well as in collective sense (Holland & Lave, 2001).
Georg Simmel’s ideas about the intrinsic self-fulfilling nature of human
beings who become cultivated, i.e. raise to a higher level of development through
the use of cultural objects (Levine, 1971), has recently been taken up in sociocultural literature. Fuhrer’s account of cultivation, that is inspired by Simmel,
explains how human agents’ intertwining with socio-cultural contexts through
semiotic mediation provides the basis for their personal growth and development
(Fuhrer, 2004). In his words, people cultivate the artefacts to cultivate themselves
and by doing so they contribute to their own development as well as to the
development of their cultural environment (Fuhrer & Josephs, 1998). Persons as
active agents do not only use the affordances (Gibson, 1986) offered to them by
collective culture, but they actively create possibilities for themselves. Humans
can choose which social suggestions to internalize and which ones to reject, as
well as being able to choose and create their own socio-cultural context in order to
find a more rewarding or allowing situation. People are actively negotiating their
developmental situations, i.e. they participate purposefully in the creation of
socio-cultural contexts that allow them to develop and become what they want to
become. By acting upon the collective culture people are influencing or
constraining the shared semiospheres and that can again be accompanied with
tension and resistance. Thus, the person and context relations are mutually and bidirectionally constraining (Lawrence & Valsiner, 2003).
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4.4.3

Social interaction in semiotic mediation

In the current theoretical framework semiotic mediation, that is the basis of
internalization and externalization processes, is understood as social in nature.
However, this does not necessarily mean that semiotic mediation is restricted to
the social interaction between individuals. Instead, it is assumed that the social
other is always present in the cultural tool (Bertau, 2007). In making personal
sense, the subject is in dialogue with the cultural tool in order to grasp the
collective meaning potential that is embedded in it. The concept implicit social
interaction could be used to refer to this omnipresent dialogue, as opposed to the
explicit interaction which refers to the actual communication act between two or
more individuals. While explicit interaction is about collective meanings, the
implicit interaction takes place with the shared meaning. Often explicit interaction
helps to grasp the collective meaning potential (as in teaching/learning situations),
or to turn a cultural element into a personal symbolic resource (as in getting
recognition from the other to one’s usage of a symbolic resource; (Zittoun et al.,
2003). However, the engagement with the cultural tools is social also when social
others are not physically present. It seems that this is what Vygotsky, borrowing
Janet’s idea (Valsiner & Van der Veer, 2000), meant when he proposed that every
psychological function is created first interpersonally, i.e. by the person in
dialogue with the social other, and only thereafter intra-personally, i.e. integrated
into intra-psychological system (Vygotsky, 1978). To consider semiotic mediation
as referring only to the explicit interaction is therefore to look only to the surface
of that idea, while ignoring its deeper meaning.
Thus, to make this idea more evident, the basic Vygotskian triangle of
semiotic mediation that depicts the subject working on the object using cultural
tools (see Vygotsky, 1978, p. 47) could be expanded to include also the social
other. Zittoun’s (2007b) semiotic prism, that stresses the presence of the social
other in creation and usage of symbolic resources, seems to be useful in this
respect (see Figure 4.4.3). In her account, the other has to be present to give an
initial semiotic input for the personal sense-making (i.e. explain the shared
collective meaning or a personal sense for the other), and to acknowledge one’s
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usage of the symbolic tool. But importantly the other is present also within the
cultural element, that is “full of the echoes of other voices and discourses”
(Zittoun, 2007c, p. 366). Hence, Zittoun’s prism seems to capture both the
implicit and explicit interaction. Similar ideas of the role of social other in personculture interaction are also expressed by Josephs and Fuhrer’s quadrangular model
(see Fuhrer & Josephs, 1998, p. 290; or Fuhrer, 2004, p. 93).
These ideas of implicit interaction and the presence of the other in
every social suggestion have been essential in framing the theoretical basis of the
current study. These ideas will be further elaborated in the following discussion
and again taken up in the formulation of the conceptual model of identity
construction.

Sense of Semiotic Object for Person

Other(s) and
Meanings for Other(s)

Person

Semiotic Mediation
Sign / Cultural Element

Figure 4.4.3 Semiotic prism (from Zittoun, 2007b, p. 353)

4.4.4

From cultural artefacts and collective meaning potentials to tools,
symbolic resources and subjective signs

As the previous discussion has shown, the connection between person and
environment is semiotic in nature. It is possible at the level of meaning.
Internalization constitutes the ‘bringing-over’ of available social suggestions or
collective meaning potentials embedded in cultural artefacts in a personally
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meaningful manner and integrating them into intra-psychological system
(Valsiner, 2001). Collective culture can be conceived as consisting of cultural
artefacts (Cole, 1996) or cultural elements (Zittoun, 2007b), such as a novel, a
computer or a ruler that are material objects, but that importantly carry with them
also collective meaning potentials. In addition to these material and semiotic
cultural elements, collective culture includes also artefacts that are non-material
and exist only in collective consciousness (e.g. social representations).
Irrespective of the form of the cultural artefact, the semiotic aspect, the meaning
potential embedded in them enables individuals to engage with the socio-cultural
context. Similarly, externalization is semiotically mediated. The others can engage
with the expression of our personal sense-making through grasping in their
idiosyncratic manner its meaning.
As a result of this semiotically mediated engagement with the
collective culture, personal culture becomes created, i.e. certain objects are turned
into personally significant tools and subjective signs are constructed and
integrated into the individual’s intra-psychological world (Valsiner, 1998).
According to Vygotsky’s reasoning, people’s engagement with the world results
in the usage of tools, that are means of mastering the nature and the objects in it,
being therefore externally oriented; and the creation of subjective signs, that are
means for mastering oneself and therefore internally oriented (Vygotsky, 1978).
Obviously, mastering of the nature and the mastering of oneself are intertwined.
Learning to use a tool creates new personal meaning spaces and therefore changes
the intra-psychological system. However, for the reasons of clarity, the distinction
between signs and tools needs to be made.
Some cultural artefacts which the person starts to use as tools are
utilized in a culture-specific, but not vastly personal manner (e.g. a computer as a
tool). However, cultural artefacts can also be used in a highly idiosyncratic
manner which goes beyond the immediate cultural value or meaning of the object
in idiosyncratic ways (i.e. tertiary artefacts in Wartofsky’s terms). According to
Zittoun (2004) people mobilize some cultural elements, such as songs or novels as
symbolic resources in order to deal with difficult life situations. In her account, a
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symbolic resource is what “an utterance is to language […] or what used
‘instrument’ is to a potential ‘tool’” (Zittoun, 2007b, p. 344). Using a symbolic
resource is a highly individual way of relating to the outer world through
investing personal sense into external object. In Zittoun’s own words:
The notion of symbolic resource is located exactly there, where the person turns
a socially shared element into a psychologically relevant resource; uses of
symbolic resources necessarily constitute a bridging between inner world and
shared reality (2007b, p. 345).

Similarly to any tool usage, the usage of symbolic resources creates
personal meanings: they help to develop new knowledge and skills and allow the
construction of new self-definitions (Zittoun, 2004). Therefore, the usage of
symbolic resources feeds into restructuring of one’s intra-psychological sign
system. That is, it feeds into creating new subjective signs that function in abstract
and generalized form as invisible traces of the previous engagement with the
world that enable the person to relate to the context and regulate one’s behaviour
in the unpredictable immediate future.
Similarly to the fact that cultural artefacts can be used in a more or less
idiosyncratic and symbolic manner, the subjective signs can also differ in their
personal significance. Kozulin (1998) uses the terms psychological tools to refer
to those personal meaning spaces that enable persons to function effectively in
their socio-cultural context, but are not related to person’s self-understanding or
self-definition (e.g. personal understanding of democracy or of the mathematical
concept π). However, in their engagement with the surrounding context people
also create subjective signs that allow them to define themselves and make sense
of their being in and in relation to the surrounding environment. These are
subjective signs that provide the person with a sense of continuity and sameness
from the past through the present into the future. These subjective signs can be
used to manage one’s behaviour and control one’s emotions, to define one’s being
and therefore regulate one’s functioning in the surrounding environment. This
specific group of subjective signs is in the focus of the current study.
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4.5 Construction of subjective signs
4.5.1 Laminal model of subjective sign construction
While internalization/externalization, which function based on semiotic mediation
explain the external↔internal movements in general terms, there are few accounts
that explain in detail how the social message is brought over and integrated into
the intra-psychological plane. Valsiner’s laminal model (Lawrence & Valsiner,
2003; Valsiner, 2007b) seeks to fulfil this gap in theorizing. His model that
focuses mostly on internalization is built around the idea that ‘bringing-over’
processes are bound up with both resistance and acceptance. Not all the social
suggestions that are encountered in people’s flow of experiences are integrated
into their intra-psychological system and start to function as subjective signs that
have power to evoke emotions and guide the behaviour. Instead, some messages
become instinct or fade away during their journey from external to internal plane.
According to Valsiner, people’s intra-psychological system can be
understood as consisting of three layers that proceed gradually from the peripheral
zones to the innermost core (see Figure 4.5.1). Each layer is separated from the
next one by a barrier that functions as a buffer and needs to be traversed by an
incoming social message. This barrier can be conceived as a hierarchically
organized complex of signs, where more abstract and general metasigns regulate
the functioning of less generalized signs (Abbey, 2007a). In order for the message
to move from the outer layers to the innermost layer, it has to be transformed
through inner dialogue between the new message and pre-existing signs. As
regulators of inward movement of new messages, the existing signs can enter into
dialogue or block the movement of an incoming message at the boundary between
layers (Abbey, 2007a). The dialogue between different voices can be resolved by
rejection of the message (metasign blocks the entrance to the next layer), in which
case it fades away, or by transformation of the message, which builds a
congruence between different voices and allows the message to move on to the
next layer, until it becomes integrated into the existing emotional and knowledge
structures (i.e. a new subjective sign becomes created). In the inner-most layer of
the self-system the message becomes part of the critical dialogue person has with
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oneself, i.e. a sign functions as an internal voice that is used to “assess” the new
incoming social messages. Also, once in this core of person’s interiority the sign
is ready to be transferred into the outer world by externalization (Lawrence &
Valsiner, 2003). Thus, the already existing signs regulate the construction of new
signs. This semiotic auto-regulation explains simultaneously the continuity and
novelty of the self-system.

Phenomenal world experienced by social and personal worlds of thought
Event (E) expressed
as a social message
within the
collective culture

E taken in
as E1
(in Layer I)

ATTENTION,
DECAY and
RETENTION of
messages that
have entered
Layer I

Social culture

E1 processed
by self-talk
dialogues into
E2 (...n)
(in Layer II)
ABSTRACTIVE
GENERALIZATION
through linking the
transformed Layer I
message with
personal history

E3 expressed
as E4

E2 integrated
into personal
position E3
(in Layer III)
INTEGRATION OF
SUBJECTIVE
MEANINGS into
VALUES

Existing knowledge and emotional structures
Intra-psychological world of the person

Time

Figure 4.5.1 Laminal model of subjective sign construction (from
Lawrence & Valsiner, 2003, p. 731, modified based on Valsiner 2007b, p. 346).

The process by way of which the social message moves from periphery
to core can be understood as transformation of the concrete response to a given
situation into a generalized and abstract subjective sign (Valsiner, 2001). This
transformation is brought about by inner dialogue between different voices at
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every layer, making the message gradually more and more abstract until it reaches
the core in the form of highly generalized metasign. Different voices that are
captured in generalized sign can constitute the perspective of another person or
institution, but they can also be the ‘as-if’ perspective of the person, i.e. a voice
from an anticipated future situation. According to Abbey (2007b) the presence of
different perspectives creates a tension, an ambivalence that needs to be resolved
in the sign construction. She uses the notion ‘meaning-as-motion’ to highlight “an
ever-present ambiguity in meaning, on account of the blending of one literal sense
into the next through notions of what could be” (Abbey, 2007b, p. 367). By
combining different voices the sign takes a generalized form in which it can be
distanced from a particular here-and-now situation and used in personal sensemaking under new circumstances (i.e. projective contextualization) (Abbey &
Valsiner, 2004). According to Valsiner: “Generalizability is the propensity of a
sign to create an abstracted reflection upon that initial context” (Valsiner, 2001, p.
90). Four levels of distancing in sign construction can be distinguished: 1)
embodied undifferentiated feeling and experience (fuzzy feeling that cannot be
named); 2) labelling a situation (being able to name and articulate one’s thoughts
and feelings, e.g., “I miss my family”); 3) creating categories to understand the
self and the world (e.g. “I am a person for who close relationships are important”);
and 4) creation of orienting values that may not be easy to articulate (i.e.
hypergeneralization) but are guiding one’s everyday functioning (e.g. “it is
important to experience the world/it is important to stay close to one’s family”
(Valsiner, 2007c). A new sign can therefore be integrated into the existing
semiotic architecture (Abbey, 2007a) of the self-system, but it can also alter it by
creating a higher-level metasign that regulates the functioning of less general
signs.
Importantly, the auto-dialogue between already existing internal
perspectives and new incoming social suggestion that leads to the construction of
generalized sign may not be fast and straightforward, but is a rather lengthy and
fitful process. The person, being in the constant flow of life experiences can be
distracted from one dialogue in order to enter into another, more urgent one. Thus,
inner dialogues become interrupted, fade to the background, linger there and are
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later brought back to the active state by another triggering event until they are
finally resolved by rejection of the message or by incorporating it in a transformed
mode into the intra-psychological system. The ambivalence and uncertainty, i.e.
the perceived difference between perspectives, may be a lasting state. Each layer
of person’s intra-psychological system is therefore described by multiplicity of
inner dialogues, some active and some in temporary passive state (Abbey, 2004).
Abbey (2007a) describes this movement of the message through peripheral layers
into the subjective core brilliantly:
The other is constantly in the process of flowing into us and ebbing out, and
reaching different tide lines in every cycle. At some moments, you are there,
entering into the realm of my awareness […], and moments later, you may be
gone, as my attention is called elsewhere. You come in, though not too far, and
you recede. You may also linger in my awareness, even as I attend to other
things. You are there, maybe even annoyingly so, and at some moment, concrete
meanings may come […]. You may then recede. Or you may extend into
generality […]. And at this point, you may go, again moving onto something
else. You come in, reaching higher, and you recede. […] But if you do not go
[…] you can come into my subjective core. […] You become a being, integrated
with me, and any meanings that otherwise form dimensions of difference
between us, are, at least temporally, neutralized. […] You come in, reaching

as high as you can, and after moments of lifetimes, you recede (Abbey,
2007a, p. 73-74).

Sign construction is oriented towards the future. According to Valsiner
(2007c): “All semiotic processes that the person brings into one’s life are oriented
toward regulating and directing that flow into some selected future direction” (p.
351). Signs prepare individuals for the immediate future based on their previous
experiences, by capturing in an abstract and generalized form the ever-changing
experience. They go beyond creating a fit with the present state, and instead build
a basis for facing new, unpredictable, but anticipated experiences in the future (as
in Bergson’s (1907/2005) creative adaptation). The signs that are created in the
past are used and altered in the present to respond to the new experience and
therefore create a bridge from the past through the present into the future. They
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are created ahead of time, setting up a range of possible personal meaning
potentials for the anticipated future; in this respect they have a feed-forward
function (Valsiner, 2005). Personal sense-making is therefore a continuing
process in which relative stability is created from permanent impermanence
(Valsiner, 2001). Valsiner’s parallel with maintaining the upright body posture in
which the enduring balance is achieved through continuous correction of
instantaneous imbalanced moments, is useful in understanding this process. In his
words: “The particular signs may come and go, but the meaningfulness
constructed by them (which in itself is a kind of metasign) stays in a steady state”
(Valsiner, 2001, p. 89). This feeling of continuity and meaningfulness which is
the result of subjective sign construction and semiotic auto-regulation within the
intra-psychological system is understood as a sense of identity in the current
investigation.
4.5.2 Personal life-goal orientations as highly generalized metasigns
Human life is not random and disconnected sequence of everyday sense-making
efforts, but tied together by certain life-goal orientations that individuals pursue
throughout their life-course in their unique way (Bühler & Massarik, 1968).
Hence, the construction and usage of personal life-goals is an important factor in
creating a sense of sameness, continuity and meaningfulness.
In the most general sense life-goal can be understood as person’s desire
to live a meaningful and self-fulfilling life. According to Bühler’s theory, lifegoals can be seen as vague and abstract values (e.g. “I want to live a stimulating
life” or “I need to be in control of my life”), but they can also be relatively
specific ideas about the direction of one’s life (e.g. “I want to become a doctor”,
“I want to have three children” or “I want to get a Ph.D. before the age of 35”).
Life-goals can be more or less immediate (e.g. “I want to start to study art”) or
very long-term (e.g. “One day I want to return to my motherland”). As such, lifegoals exist as socio-culturally proposed, but personally negotiated scenarios that
people create about their unpredictable, yet anticipated future. Life-goals enable
people to make everyday decisions about themselves within and in relation to the
socio-cultural context in the present that connects their past with their imagined
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future. The concept ‘life-goal orientations’ is in the current dissertation chosen to
emphasise the time perspective in the movement towards the goals that people
choose to have in their lives.
Life-goals are in the current study seen as subjective metasigns, that
allow people to define who they are here-and-now that is consistent with who they
were in the past and who they want to be in the future. As semiotic constructions
that enable people to manage their life-course, life-goals are understood as transsituational highly generalized metasigns that are integrated into the core of
person’s intra-psychological system. The construction of life-goals can therefore
be conceptualized using Valsiner’s laminal model (see section 4.5.1). According
to this model, personal life-goal construction is intertwined with the socio-cultural
context in which the individual is functioning. Whether people decide to pursue
certain long-term life-goals or whether they live in the present day without
seeking to achieve some future-bound objectives is influenced by the everyday
experiences individuals get from their environments. Similarly, social suggestions
and environmental affordances affect the content of personal life-goals. Using
Bühler’s examples (Bühler & Massarik, 1968), having clear ideas about one’s
future professional career may be a normal way of functioning for a young man
coming from an American middle-class family, while a youngster, who has lived
half of his life with his Indian-origin grandfather in the woods and the second half
with his unemployed parents travelling from one place to another, may not have
any long-term professional objectives, but rather uses the job opportunities as
these emerge. Hence, like other subjective signs, life-goals are constructed by
individuals based on their everyday experiences, and they combine social
suggestions with individuals’ personal history in an idiosyncratic manner. As
highly generalized metasigns they function as semiotic regulators that enable one
to make sense of one’s life. As such they can be seen as relatively stable semiotic
constructions that have the power to re-configure, integrate and give meaning to
personal experiences across space and time contexts (Valsiner, 2007b).
According to Bühler’s theory (Bühler & Massarik, 1968), an
individual’s life-course can be divided into several developmental stages. Life70
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goal construction is in her opinion not prevalent in all these periods, but only in
some of them. Active exploration of one’s life-goals starts in late adolescence
(ages 15-25). This is the period when many tentative attempts to define one’s
future trajectory are made. Nevertheless, for Bühler, the main period of life-goal
setting is adulthood (ages 25-45), when life-goals in relation to one’s career,
family, passions and general life-values become constructed, re-constructed and
finally defined. Late adulthood (ages 45-65) is the time for evaluation, when
people tend to look back at their lives through the prism of their life-goals and
assess whether they have been successful in fulfilling these or not. In this period
people still have time to set themselves new life-goals which to pursue in their late
age. After the age of 65 however, life-goal construction is highly unlikely, for
people rather start to settle in their feelings of fulfilment, resignation or failure.
Hence, while Bühler’s theory suggests that life-goal construction is mostly
concentrated to the period of adulthood, her model also points out the importance
of life-goals in personal sense-making throughout one’s life (the childhood and
early adolescence excluded). While the content of life-goals as well as their
specificity or abstractness may vary through different periods in one’s life, they
form an important part of the intra-psychological system, that enable people to
make sense of themselves within and in relation to the surrounding socio-cultural
context.
The idea of life-goals as highly generalized subjective signs that can
guide a person’s life and offer the feeling of sameness and continuity has
informed the research project reported here. As will become clear later, this idea
has been very useful for interpreting data from the empirical study, which looks
into the life-experiences and related sense-making efforts of young adults living in
a foreign country.

4.6 Dialogue with the other in person-context intertwining
The provided literature review has shown that the question of otherness within the
personal meaning space has a particular relevance to the socio-cultural
perspective. Socio-cultural context with its manifold cultural artefacts can be

71

4. Theoretical basis of the study

understood as a constellation of different voices of others from the past, present
and future that the person can dialogically engage with. Semiotic mediation
always entails implicit dialogue with the social other that can sometimes be
empowered by explicit social interaction. Hence, the other is always present in the
self through person’s engagement with collective meaning space and
internalization of collective and individual voices within cultural elements.
However, different conceptualizations focus on different ways how the otherness
within the self can be understood.
4.6.1 Different modes of otherness within the self-system
Gillespie’s (2007a) discussion on Vygotsky’s sign concept and Mead’s similar
idea of significant symbol is useful in understanding how the other becomes part
of the self-system in a diffused, undifferentiated manner. According to Gillespie’s
reading of Vygotsky, the subjective sign, that person creates as a result of
engaging with the world, functions simultaneously as a personal response to a
situation and also as a stimulus for further action for the person as well as to the
others. Therefore the sign has “a reverse action”. Taking a photo of friends is a
personal response to a particular situation. When it gets combined with person’s
understanding what taking photos in general means in one’s culture (e.g. to
remember special people, places and moments) it becomes a subjective sign (i.e. a
stimulus) for the person to use for remembering, that is understandable and
accessible also for others. Therefore, to grasp the collective meaning potential
means to internalize the perspective of the other. It means to understand, what my
response to the situation means for the other (both in terms of collective meaning
but also in terms of personal sense for the other). In order to create a subjective
sign the person needs to combine this personal sense (response from the
perspective of the self) with the meaning from the perspective of the other.
Personal sense can function as a sign precisely because the initial response from
an actor’s position can be reversed back to the individual and to the others from
observer’s perspective. Individuals can therefore switch between those
simultaneously present perspectives, creating a possibility for internal autodialogue that is according to Gillespie (2006; 2007a) the basis of self-reflection.
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In addition to this implicit and diffused otherness within self, Hermans’
theory of Dialogical Self (see Hermans, 1996; Hermans, 2001; Salgado &
Gonçalves, 2007) proposes that other(s) can also be present in the intrapersonal
field in a more unmerged manner. According to this theoretical position self can
be understood as a “dynamic multiplicity of relatively autonomous I-positions in
an imaginal landscape” (Hermans, 1995, p. 378). The I has a capacity to fluctuate
between different I-positions, endow them with a voice and therefore create
dialogical relationships between voices from different positions. Thus one can be
simultaneously a young and ambitious researcher, a brother, a patriotic Estonian
and an open-minded European citizen, and use the personal meaning-systems
related to each of these positions to handle certain life situations. In this respect
Hermans’ I-positions seem to be similar to Holland’s identities that are each
related to a specific figured world (Holland et al., 2001). In the theoretical frame
used in this study, I-positions as semiotic constructions, which enable individuals
to make sense of the world and themselves within the world, are conceived as
subjective signs.
Additional to the self-positions that the person identifies with, Hermans
(2001) proposes the existence of other-positions within intrapersonal field. His
other-position is an internalized personal interpretation of someone else’s
perspective (e.g., “those who think that people living abroad are betrayers of their
homeland”) that individual uses to construct an understanding of oneself (e.g. “I
am not a betrayer but an open-minded citizen of Europe”). Some of these otherpositions can be used to create a sustained difference between the self and other,
i.e. to define the self through the opposition with the other, while some of these
other-positions can function as desirable future or ‘as-if’ self-positions (e.g. “I am
not completely free from Estonians’ closed-mindedness yet, but I could be”).
According to Gillespie (2007b) these other-positions, which are internalized
through person’s active engagement with the world, create a preferred zone of
development (Valsiner, 1998) for the person, and allow the striving self to become
the other, i.e. change social position or identity through occupying a desirable
other-position. In other words, taking the other-position enables the creation of
new subjective signs that regulate person’s behaviour in certain situations. Taking
73

4. Theoretical basis of the study

the other-position can be temporary, as in defining oneself through the opposition
with the other in internal dialogue, or permanent, as in becoming the other. While
Hermans acknowledges that the dialogue between different I-positions accounts
for seeming disappearance of some of them, he stresses the idea of diachronic as
well as synchronic plurality of relatively autonomous I-positions and multivoicedness of the self (Cooper & Hermans, 2007).
Both of the above discussed modes of otherness within the self-system,
that is diffused otherness as a perspective of the other within a personal sense and
unmerged otherness in terms of other-positions, are taken into account in the
current research project7.
4.6.2

Self-other dialogue as basis of subjective sign construction and selfreflection

According to Marková (2003b), dialogicality is the fundamental capacity of the
human mind to conceive, create and communicate about social realities in terms
of otherness. Dialogue with other(s) is the mechanism through which we create
knowledge of the world, including ourselves within the world. In this respect our
existence is always addressed to someone else (Salgado & Gonçalves, 2007). The
other can be another individual, group, society, culture; it is something that is
external and strange to us. By externalizing our personal sense and getting a
reaction to that from the others in form of an utterance or an action we realize
whether our interpretation of other’s perspective and of ourselves is intelligible
and acceptable. Our self-expressions are directed to the other and only through the
response from the other we become aware of the meaning of our message. The
meaning is not clear beforehand, but becomes evident only in the reaction of the
other as in Vygotsky’s reverse action (Gillespie, 2007a). Thus, dialogue is an

7

It has been proposed that otherness in cultural elements that have the potential to be used as
symbolic resources can be conceived also in a third way: as voice of the author and as voices of
protagonists that the person can engage with when using a symbolic resource, such as a novel
(Bertau, 2007). However, this third layer of otherness is applicable only to tertiary artefacts and
not to other forms of cultural elements. This form of otherness is not the focus of the current
study.
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attempt to understand how the other has conceived the world and us; it is the
understanding of the understanding; the reflection of the reflection – a
metacognition (Marková, 2003b).
While dialogue is in the current theoretical framework understood as a
process that involves consideration of different perspectives, it is not necessarily
conceived as a balanced interaction between these perspectives. In overcoming the
strange, by imposing one’s own sense on the other or by appropriating some
aspects of other’s meaning, the self confirms oneself as an agent, rather than
fusing with the other in the process of dialogue (Marková, 2003a). Thus, the
personal sense and shared meaning that is created through dialogue is essentially
relational; something has a meaning in relation to something else; my personal
sense is created in relation to other’s perspective and it dominates over it. In the
current theoretical frame personal sense in terms of subjective sign is understood
as a relational combination of different perspectives in which the position of the
other is sustained in a passive or tacit mode. Self-other perspectives within a sign
are complementary and inter-dependent; they are present in the sign in relation to
each other like figure and ground or as inside and outside of a circle (Guimarães
& Simão, 2007). Subjective sign takes the form ‘X-non X’ (e.g., ‘it is ok to feel
homesick/it is not ok to feel homesick’). The other position remains in the system
in a passive form and can be re-activated when circumstances change and a
rupture occurs (see Abbey, 2007a for an example). Hence, the dialogue does not
eliminate the tension between the two understandings, nor does it lead to a new
synthesised sign in which the two perspectives are merged and the initial
oppositions are eliminated. Instead, the strangeness, the other, the non-identical
remains to be present in a new subjective sign and therefore within the inner
system of the person. Bakhtin (1986/1993; as quoted by Marková, 2003b) used
the term ‘active empathising’ to describe this form of dialogue, which involves the
struggle with the other as a starting point for something new, something creative
and innovative, as opposed to ‘pure emphasising’ that eliminates the other.
Conceptualizing subjective sign construction as a process that
combines, but does not eliminate different perspectives explains also how
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personal sense is created through the other’s reaction in internalization (Marková,
2003b; Gillespie, 2007a). On the one hand, the opposition that is embedded in the
sign can be understood as the position of the other that gives the meaning. That is
to say, the opposite perspectives within the sign in the form of tacit internal
dialogue function in the same way as explicit interaction and other’s feedback in
externalization. On the other hand, the internalization entails integrating a new
personal sense with the already existing semiotic architecture of the self (Abbey,
2007a), and therefore the already present subjective signs can function as
perspectives of the other that make the new sign intelligible.
Hence, external↔internal movements in terms of internalization and
externalization processes are essentially dialogical and constitute a combination of
different perspectives. The other is present in the construction and expression of
the subjective signs explicitly and/or implicitly. The other becomes part of
person’s intra-psychological system, but in a way also sustains its separateness,
being therefore available to be used as a perspective of the other within the selfsystem. Hence, the self can treat some aspect of oneself as the other. As Marková
(2003b) notes there would be no self without the other or no self-consciousness
without other-consciousness. In order to be conscious of myself I need to perceive
myself as another, I need to see the other within my inner space. In Vygotsky’s
words: “I am aware of myself only to the extent that I am as another for myself”
(Vygotsky, 1925/1979, p. 29; as quoted by Bertau, 2007, p. 342). Using some
aspect of the self as an object of reflection, looking back at it from an observer’s
point of view allows me to see aspects in myself that would go unnoticed for the
unreflective acting self. That is the basis of auto-dialogue (Valsiner, 2002) or selfreflection (Gillespie, 2007a) that is essential for subjective sign construction.
Referring to Bakhtin’s ideas, Sullivan (2007) argues that self-consciousness arises
from the dialogical struggle between the ‘I-for-myself’ perspective (i.e. action as
it is sensed by the actor) and the ‘others-for-me’ and ‘me-for-others’ position (i.e.
the action as it is seen by others). On the one hand, taking the perspective of the
other enables the person to use the surplus the other has when observing the
actions of the self from outside (Gillespie, 2003). On the other hand, self has a
capacity to go beyond the evaluation from the other (Sullivan, 2007). In making
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other’s perspective one’s own the self can use its open-endedness and
interpretation potential to give coherence and continuity to the self-system.
Subjective signs and symbolic resources that combine the perspective
of the self and the perspective of the other, allow people to engage in autodialogues. They create “an intersubjective structure that enable translations
between actor and observer perspectives” (Gillespie, 2007a, p. 689). Selfreflection arises when sign evokes the perspective of the actor and the observer
simultaneously and the person starts to switch between those perspectives to look
back on the self. It is based on the perceived difference between the two
perspectives that enter into dialogue through which new subjective signs are
created to regulate one’s relationship with the world. These periods of rupture and
following transition (Zittoun, 2007a) during which the self becomes the other and
during which auto-dialogue between spatially or temporally differentiated selves
as others is utilized to resolve the perceived difference and tension are in the focus
of this study.

4.7 Limitations of the socio-cultural perspective and the focus of this study
The literature review provided in this chapter has given an overview of the ideas
within the general socio-cultural tradition that enable seeing person and context in
dynamic intertwinement, taking into account both the agency of the individual as
well as the ‘power’ of the collective. However, this general theoretical tradition
also seems to have certain limitations in its current state. Two possible areas of
limitations are mentioned here. Firstly, while claiming the mutually constraining
relationship between person and socio-cultural environment (Lawrence &
Valsiner, 2003), this theoretical approach seems to be more interested in
understanding the individual’s agency over the influence of the collective. While
some approaches within socio-cultural perspective seek to explain the context in
its complete inseparability from individual’s functioning (Rogoff, 1990; Matusov,
1998), they do not offer analytical tools for differentiating between contexts in
terms of their influence on person’s functioning. Thus, recent calls for developing
a language of description that would make the differences between social contexts
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in terms of their allowances and influence on individuals more visible and
comprehensible (Daniels, 2007), exemplify the need to tackle this limitation.
The second limitation of this theoretical framework is related to the
notion of externalization. Internalization and externalization are considered to be
interrelated processes that cannot exist without one another (Valsiner, 1998).
However, the emphasis in theorizing as well as in research, seem to be shifted
towards internalization. The body of literature that aims to explain how social
material is brought over into the intra-psychological field is vast, with more and
more specific conceptualizations of dialogicality and otherness being continuously
proposed. However, the process by way of which the personal material becomes
reflected back to the socio-cultural context and how persons’ sense-making efforts
produce changes in external plane, has received much less theoretical as well as
empirical interest.
The current research project does not seek to address these limitations.
Instead, it focuses on another existing gap in socio-cultural theorizing. It is argued
here, that with an exception of Valsiner’s socio-genetic theory of personality
(Valsiner, 1998), a comprehensive account of identity has not been proposed
within the general field of socio-cultural tradition. While many models deal with
issues of identity, they do not seem to bring together different strands of
theorizing within the socio-cultural tradition that would explain the functioning of
identity from the general claim of person-environment intertwining, through
semiotic mediation, to subjective sign-construction and semiotic auto-regulation,
including also issues of dialogicality and otherness. The present research effort
seeks to fill that theoretical gap, by offering such a general account.
In the previous discussion several thought-provoking ideas that are
applicable also to the conceptualization of identity construction were discussed.
These ideas have formed the theoretical basis of the empirical study that was
carried out as part of this research project. Introduction to this study will be given
in the next chapter, followed by a detailed description of the methodology,
developed conceptual model of identity construction and data analysis.
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CHAPTER 5
INTRODUCTION TO THE EMPIRICAL STUDY
Up to this point the dissertation has concentrated on the motivation and theoretical
background of the reported research project. The focus, as well as the context of
the study was discussed in the first two chapters. After that the theoretical basis of
the investigation was described. In discussing the theoretical basis of the research
project, it was argued that individualistic theories and social constructionist
approach of identity provide a limited explanation of this psychological
phenomenon. Instead of looking at identity as an entity or considering only the
process of identity construction, both of these aspects need to be taken into
account. In the previous chapter the ideas within the general socio-cultural
tradition were introduced as a suitable basis for developing this kind of holistic
conceptualization of identity and identity construction.
The ideas discussed in the previous chapter form the basis of the
empirical study that was carried out as part of this research effort. In the following
part of the dissertation the focus will turn to describing this investigation in detail.
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5.1 Rationale of the study
The empirical study that will be reported in the following two chapters is meant to
explore the personal sense-making processes, including identity construction. The
study stems from a general idea that identities as subjective signs are not readymade and stable entities in people’s heads, but rather they are semiotic
constructions that emerge as a way of coping with a new and unexpected lifesituation. In other words, in order to investigate personal sense-making processes,
including identity construction, it is necessary to focus on situations where there is
a mismatch between the personal and collective culture, where a person’s ordinary
ways of making sense of oneself and the surrounding world are not effective in
the light of new experiences.
In order to find a context where this kind of mismatch is evident and
where it would be possible to examine the consequent sense-making efforts, the
current study focused on the situation where personal culture comes into contact
with a new socio-cultural context. A situation where a person moves to a foreign
country for a short or medium term period for studying purposes was thought to
offer a suitable context for the study.
The study that will be described in detail in the following chapters
concentrates on the exploration of life-experiences of eight Estonians. The young
people who participated in the study were born in Estonia and had lived there for
the major part of their lives. However, during the one-year period of investigation
they were all living in the UK. They had re-located to this country for a relatively
short period (0.5 to 3 years) for studying purposes. They all volunteered to
participate in the study after receiving an invitation via mass-email.
While the general underlying idea of the study would have enabled to
choose whatever group of foreign students in whatever country, it was decided to
focus on Estonian students in the UK. Bakhtin (1986) has proposed that the
creative understanding of a phenomenon entails the location outside of the object
of understanding. He emphasises that the others as outsiders have a certain surplus
in seeing things that go unnoticed for people who are emerged into and participate
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in the phenomenon. Differently from this suggestion, I decided to choose a group
and context with which I was familiar for the purposes of this study. I assumed
that the emergence of certain themes in young people’s sense-making was related
to the specificity of their shared original socio-cultural context, as well as to the
particularity of the new environment into which they moved. I believed that my
own personal Estonian background, as well as my own experience of living and
studying in the UK would make it easier for me to engage with and understand the
identity struggles of the participants. Furthermore, the fact that the participants
shared a collective meaning space to a certain extent with each other and with me
enabled me to manage the enormous variety of their personal experiences and
therefore provided indirectly a certain thematic focus for the study.
However, while this shared experience of the context made me an
insider to participants’ experiences in important ways I was always an outsider to
their specific life-events. In other words, while the shared background gave me a
way of noticing certain themes and perhaps understanding certain shades of
meaning in relation to these, I was a complete stranger to the specific situations
that occurred in my study participants’ lives and therefore could take the
perspective of the other towards these events and their related sense-making
efforts. It gave me a chance to ask naïve questions and explanations, a perspective
which I sometimes extended also to the matters which I thought I already had an
understanding of. In sum, this combined insider/outsider perspective enabled me
to get a deeper and richer understanding of the complexities of my study
participants’ lives and proved therefore to be useful.

5.2 Process of data collection
As can already be assumed from the previous discussion, the present empirical
study is qualitative in nature. It sought to get a rich and detailed picture of the
lives of the eight Estonian students in the UK and through understanding their
personal experiences and related sense-making efforts, to explore their identity
construction episodes.
The initial plan for the study was to focus on some specific thematic
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content areas where identity construction was expected to emerge. The initial plan
was to look for ruptures that triggered identity construction episodes that were
related to the participants’ being Estonians and their being students. I assumed
that similarly to my own experience, my study participants would find these to be
areas where their existing ways of making sense of themselves and the
surrounding world would not be fitting with the new context. In line with the
general aim of the study, I was not interested in understanding what the young
people thought of themselves as Estonians in general, nor was I trying to
investigate similarities or differences in their self-understandings. I simply
believed that these would be the content areas where ruptures may occur.
However, soon it became clear that this assumed focus was not
reasonable. Only some participants initially reported ruptures related to these
content areas, whereas other themes started to emerge strongly from their
accounts. Therefore it was decided to abandon this initial focus and concentrate on
participants’ life-experiences in their entirety and full complexity. My
simultaneous insider/outsider perspective enabled me to make this change easily.
However, this initial focus, which was also reflected in the interview and
questionnaire design, has influenced the data collection, as will become clear
later.
In order to capture the complexity and variety of participants’ lifeexperiences in as much detail as possible a variety of data collection methods
were utilized in the study. The specific methods used in the study will be
described in the following chapter about methodology. The collected data was
thereafter analysed to identify the possible ruptures and the consequent sensemaking efforts with the special focus on those sense-making episodes that had the
issues of identity at their heart.

5.3 Model development through case study analysis
As already mentioned, the empirical study reported here concentrates on the
personal sense-making processes, including identity construction in case of
Estonians studying in the UK. However, it is not a study about Estonians’
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adaptation and acculturation to the UK society, nor is it a study about Estonian
identity. It is a study about identity construction in general. The aim has been to
provide data which could be used to develop and thereafter refine a conceptual
model of identity construction. In accordance with this general aim, no specific
attention has been paid to explaining the identity construction of Estonian students
in the UK. No specific hypothesis and therefore no specific conclusions are made
about this issue. Rather the question was how the emergent conceptual model can
help me to make sense, analyse and interpret the complex personal experiences of
these unique individuals.
The conceptual model of identity construction that was developed as
part of the investigation is described in detail in Chapter 7 of this dissertation.
Thus, it is presented before the details of case studies and their analysis. As will
become clear from the chapter about methodology, where the principles of
building a generalized model using multiple-case study approach will be
explained, the model was not defined before the data analysis, but it emerged from
it. Hence, presenting the developed model of identity construction before the case
studies does not reflect the exact order of my research activities. However, it
provides the reader with a theoretical lense through which to approach the
empirical data. Therefore, the reader is invited to read the cases with the focus on
the model refinement. The reader is encouraged to look for aspects in the data that
are not well-defined in the initial conceptual model and think about ways how
these limitations of the initial model could be tackled. A short summary in the end
of each case study serves the same purpose and the discussion provided in Chapter
11 about model refinement addresses the identified limitations.

5.4 Presentation of the case studies
The model of identity construction proposed in this investigation was developed
through a constant back and forth movement between the theoretical ideas and
collected empirical data. Taking this into account it becomes clear that the cases
that will be presented in the following pages are not chosen to fit or not to fit the
model. In fact, the cases were not at all chosen according to the model. Rather the
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model emerged from the case analysis as a way of interpreting the collected data.
While the testing of the model in its specific aspects, which would require a
concrete focus on case selection, is an important and worthy step in further model
development, this was not the aim of the present research project.
The case studies are presented in Chapter 8 of the dissertation in a
detailed and lengthy manner one after another. On the one hand, this provides the
reader with the complete range of topics that emerged from the analysis of each
case and enables to see the applicability of the model to different thematic content
areas. On the other hand, the cases are presented in a similar manner because they
were treated as equal in the analysis. That is, all the cases were used to test and
elaborate the model in a similar way; none of them was chosen to test a specific
aspect of the model and none of them was chosen to demonstrate the nonapplicability of the model. Therefore, no grouping principle is applied to the case
analyses, but rather they are presented in a similar manner one after another.
Hence, when reading the case analyses the reader is encouraged to approach each
case as a new and unique set of data and consider if and how the model can be
used to interpret it.
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CHAPTER 6
METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY
This chapter gives an overview of the methodology used to investigate personal
sense-making episodes. The chapter begins by pointing out the principles of
studying developmental processes and arguing for the relevance of multiple-case
study design for arriving at theoretical generalizations about psychological
phenomena. The main theoretical assumptions that have guided the design of the
study are pointed out here with references to how these theoretical ideas are
translated into research strategy. Then the chapter continues with an overview of
the recruitment process, a summary of the study participants’ characteristics, a
description of data collection methods and a portrayal of the study sequence.
Thereafter the principles of data analysis are explained. The chapter concludes
with ethical considerations, which touch upon three issues: the confidentiality of
the participants, participant-researcher relations and dealing with possible lifecrises triggered by this investigation.
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6.1 Studying developmental processes – implications for the
research strategy
6.1.1 Person and context – dynamic and interwoven whole
As explained in Chapter 4 an individual and his/her surrounding socio-cultural
context can be understood as intertwined open-ended dynamic systems which
depend for their existence upon mutual exchanges (Valsiner & Diriwächter,
2008). These mutual exchanges take place through the reciprocal processes of
internalization and externalization (Valsiner, 2007b). Therefore, the person and
environment can be conceived as one dynamic, interwoven and inseparable
whole. However, in order to investigate the functioning of this whole, analytical
or inclusive separation of its components is required (Valsiner, 1998). For the
research purposes each component of this larger whole (i.e. person and context)
can be conceived as analytically separated open-ended dynamic system. Each of
these systems is defined by the structural components within the system, by the
relations between those internal components, and importantly also by the relations
between the system and other dynamic systems. Hence, while being themselves
wholes, person and environment are also interrelated parts of the same system at
the next level of wholeness. This latter assumption is central to the inclusive
separation. The study of psychological phenomena can therefore focus on the
individual’s functioning, as far as it is kept in mind that this functioning is
embedded within and interlinked with the larger socio-cultural context. The
person cannot be considered in isolation, but the question of otherness needs
always be taken into account. This approach of studying psychological
phenomena that analytically separates the intertwined person and context while
paying special attention to their interrelatedness through mutual dialogue is
utilized in this investigation.
Person and environment are separated from each other by a boundary
that simultaneously separates and connects the two components of the same
whole. Internalization and externalization as boundary-processes bring the
material from the external to the internal plane (i.e. from one system to another)
and then to the external field again in a never-ending cycle, linking these two
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systems together. The simultaneous connection and separation function that
boundary-processes have is bound up with tension and conflict as the bringingover and bringing-back-again is accompanied by resistance. The two systems are
like tectonic plates that crash into each other and become both altered as a result
of this constant contact. This continuous mutual transformation is possible as the
structures of the open-ended systems are fluid and always in the process of change
(Diriwächter & Valsiner, 2005). The intra-psychological field of the person
becomes reconfigured in the contact with surrounding context, whilst the context
becomes altered by externalizations of the individual. The internal structure of
both these systems becomes modified, as well as the interrelation between them.
This process ontological stance (Sawyer, 2002) is taken in the current study that
seeks to understand qualitative transformations in person’s intra-psychological
system in relation to surrounding context.
6.1.2 Idiographic study of developmental processes
Psychological phenomena that work to create and maintain a functional
relationship between person and environment are always in the process of
becoming and being constructed instead of being stable and fixed. Both
maintenance and alteration, i.e., the process of remaining (i.e. X [remains] X) and
the process of becoming (i.e. X [becomes] Y) are considered to be developmental
(Valsiner, 2007b). Thus, most of psychological phenomena are “in a state of
perpetual transition” (Valsiner, 2000, p. 105). That is, they are developmental in
their nature. In order to understand these phenomena in their functioning, attention
has to be paid to the investigation of intra-individual differences over time.
Molenaar and his colleagues (Molenaar, Huizenga & Nesselroade, 2002;
Hamaker, Dolan & Molenaar, 2005; Molenaar & Valsiner, 2005) have argued that
mathematically it is more accurate to investigate human psychological functioning
through intra-individual analysis. Most of the psychological research concentrates
on the inter-individual variation and seeks to make generalizations based on a
sample to populations (i.e. nomothetic approach); no attention is given to the
variance within a single individual across time (i.e. idiographic approach)
(Molenaar, 2004). While the research tradition that focuses on inter-individual
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variation may be relevant for some purposes, it is not suitable for investigating
psychological processes that are in essence developmental. Developmental
processes that are related to gradual growth, maturation, decay and loss or sudden
‘jumps’ to qualitatively different level are by definition varying in time, which
makes them nonergodic. According to mathematical laws the structure of interindividual variation is the same as the structure of intra-individual variation only
in case of ergodic processes (Molenaar et al., 2002). Therefore, the studies based
on inter-individual variation cannot provide knowledge about developmental
processes. In other words, the differences among individuals at a given moment in
time (i.e. inter-individual variability) are not informative for understanding the
changes in individuals’ functioning during the course of their life (i.e. intraindividual variability). Based on this mathematical reasoning Molenaar and his
colleagues (Molenaar et al., 2002; Molenaar, 2004) suggest that idiographic
approach that uses time series analysis should be utilized in order to understand
time-dependent psychological processes. This principle has been also used in the
current research project.
6.1.3 Research strategy implemented here
A qualitative longitudinal multiple-case study approach which focuses on the
changes in personal meaning-making across time was used in the current research
project. It is believed that this research strategy takes into account the theoretical
ideas underlying this study. These theoretical considerations are translated into the
research strategy in the following manner:
1. In order to investigate identity construction in its wholeness, attention was
paid both to the components of that process as well as to the interrelations
between those components. The focus of the study on the constant dialogue
between person and environment is based on the idea that person and context
are intertwined parts of a inseparable whole.
2. The decision to include specific questions into the interviews and in
questionnaires that focused on the moments of tension, conflict and
interruption in the normal flow of being was informed by the idea that
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boundary-processes are tied up with tension and resistance.
3. The idea of open-ended dynamic systems that are in the permanent process of
transformation and transition informed the usage of data collection methods
that enabled to see the phenomenon in its becoming and maintenance. Semistructured interviews and quasi-directed questionnaires, which allowed
collecting personal narratives about individual’s everyday experience and
related feelings and thoughts, were used in the current study. Different
exercises used in the study served also the purpose of exploring psychological
functions in their movement.
4. The idea of studying processes instead of focusing solely on fixed and stable
entities guided the choice of using a longitudinal study design. Narratives of
personal life-experiences throughout a one-year period were collected in order
to see the dynamics and fluctuation in one’s feelings and thoughts. Personal
narratives in the form of spoken or written text were taken as externalizations
of personal sense. The evident fluctuations and changes in the discourse were
taken as indications of ongoing personal sense-making.
5. The focus on time-dependent psychological processes led to the usage of an
idiographic approach in the current study. The aim was to carry out a multiplecase study in order to understand personal life trajectories and reveal the intraindividual fluctuations and dynamics across time.
While this kind of research strategy is assumed to be in accordance
with the theoretical underpinnings of the study, this methodological choice raises
questions about the possible outcomes and contribution of the work. The
ontogenetic trajectory of the individual that is in the focus of the current study is
unique. Therefore, it needs to be considered how scientifically relevant and
acceptable knowledge about psychological functioning based on single case
analysis can be constructed. In other words, if the realization of each individual’s
life-trajectory is unique, how can the analysis of individual cases lead to the
creation of universal scientific knowledge?
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6.2 Generalizations based on case studies
The case study has become an increasingly acceptable and widely used
investigation strategy in social sciences in recent years (Yin, 2003). This research
strategy is based on the idea that behind individual uniqueness lay universal
psychological processes that become realized in unique ways throughout a
person’s life (Molenaar & Valsiner, 2005). These universal processes can be
revealed by detailed investigation of a single case or of multiple single cases.
According to Yin (2003) the case study approach is suitable: “When a “how” or
“why” question is being asked about a contemporary set of events, over which the
investigator has little or no control” (p. 9). Furthermore, the case study strategy is
suitable for these research projects that seek to build or test a theoretical model
about psychological phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 1989). However, it needs to be
understood that the generalized conceptual model that is constructed based on
unique case studies is not informative about inter-group variability and does not
enable making generalizations to populations, while being suitable for arriving at
theoretical generalizations. In Yin’s (2003) terminology, this research strategy
enables to make analytic generalizations instead of statistical generalizations.
The generalized model of a psychological phenomenon that enables
one to make analytic generalizations can be constructed using a grounded theory
approach advocated by Glaser and Strauss (1967). In their view, the researchers
should

approach their case

studies without

pre-determined theoretical

assumptions, but rather enable the theory to literally emerge from the data.
Utilizing this ‘theory-free’ approach, the initial model should be constructed using
the data from repeated time series analysis of a single case. This preliminary
model can thereafter be used to analyse another single case, making modifications
and alterations to the initial model. The case comparison can be repeated using
other cases, thereby revealing a generalized model of a psychological function
(Sato, Yasuda, Kido, Arakawa, Mizoguchi & Valsiner, 2007). As the modelbuilding is embedded in the unique individual cases, the possibility of arriving at
many similar, but slightly different theoretical models is high. In order to deal
with this potential difficulty, types and typologies can be used as part of the
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theory (Toomela, 2007). Therefore, the generalized model does not necessarily
need to include a description of one single possible trajectory, but rather explains
the emergence and interrelatedness of several possible unfolding trajectories of
the same process (Sato et al., 2007).
In contrast, Yin (1981; 2003) promotes an approach of case study
research where the theoretical model is developed prior to the data collection. In
this approach the single case or multiple cases are used to test the preliminary
theoretical model. The cases can either be used to allow literal replication of the
theory (i.e. the cases are in accordance with the theory) or to enable theoretical
replication (i.e. the cases lead to predictably contrasting conclusions) (Yin, 2003).
In the latter instance, the case selection becomes especially important.
The aim of the current study is to offer a general theoretical model of
identity construction. The study does not seek to make generalizations about all
Estonian students or about Estonian students in relation to other groups. Therefore
the above described knowledge construction approach that enables building a
generalized model based on multiple-case analysis and making analytic
generalizations is believed to be suitable for the current study.
The present research project is embedded in the socio-cultural
theoretical tradition, which has guided the design and focus of the empirical study.
The multiple-case study approach used in this study combines the two approaches
of case study research described above. On the one hand, the socio-cultural
tradition functioned in the current study as a flexible conceptual framework which
guided the data collection and analysis. In this respect, the research strategy used
in the current study is similar to the case study approach advocated by Yin (2003)
and Flyvjberg (2001). On the other hand, these theoretical ideas were not brought
together to form a coherent conceptual model of identity construction prior to case
selection, data collection and analysis. Instead, the conceptual model emerged
from the data and was thereafter tested using data from other cases. In this sense,
then, the study is using Sato’s suggestions about the creation of generalized model
(Sato et al., 2007).

91

6. Methodology of the study

6.3 Study participants
The current study seeks to explore the everyday experiences and life-trajectories
of young people from Estonia living and studying in the UK. This specific group
was chosen for the study for several reasons. First, it was assumed that in order to
investigate personal sense-making processes a situation where tension between
personal and collective culture emerges would be suitable. It was also supposed
that this kind of stress is more likely to occur in situations where a person comes
into contact with a new socio-cultural context. A situation where a person moves
to a foreign country for a short or medium term period for studying purposes was
therefore thought to offer a suitable context for the study. Second, researcher’s
personal ethno-cultural background and familiarity with participants’ original
socio-cultural context was believed to enable deeper understanding of young
persons’ possible experiences and struggles in a new environment.
The recruitment of study participants started in May 2006. The initial
plan was to include in the study only those young Estonians who had never lived
in the UK before. In order to gain access to individuals coming to study in the
UK, several institutions were contacted: Tallinn University, Tartu University,
Tallinn Technical University, the British Council in Estonia, Archimedes
Foundation in Estonia 8 and the Estonian Embassy in London. Each of these
institutions provided the author either with names and email addresses of young
people who were planning to start studies in the UK, or sent an invitation letter
provided by the author to the people whose contacts they had. The invitation letter
is available in Appendix A. Due to the fact that some of the potential participants
were contacted by the author, while others were informed about the study by the
helping institutions it is not possible to give a final number of people who were
informed about the study.
As a result of these contacts it became increasingly clear that it would

8

Archimedes Foundation is responsible for providing scholarships for studies within the
European Union.
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not be possible to limit the group of participants only to the people who had never
lived in the UK before. As this would have resulted in a very limited number of
participants it was decided to include in the study also those persons who had
previously lived in the UK. The negotiations with all the interested individuals
ended in a final group of nine people who committed to participating in the study
over a one year period. This initial group of nine participants was available for the
data collection until April 2007. During this period one of the study participants
failed to answer to the repeated emails and phone calls of the author and was
therefore excluded from the study.
In order to motivate the individuals to participate and maintain their
motivation over the one-year period, each participant was promised a book
voucher valued 500.- Estonian Crones (approx. £20) after the completion of the
study. The voucher was given to the eight participants who stayed in the study for
the whole period.
The summary of the basic characteristics of the eight participants, who
took part in the entire study are provided in Table 6.3. More detailed background
information about each participant is given in the beginning of each case study
analysis in Chapter 8.
Table 6.3 Summary of the basic characteristics of study participants
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6.4 Design of the study
This section gives a detailed description of all the data collection methods used in
the study, as well as providing a general overview of the sequence in which the
study was carried out. It also offers a description of specific exercises used as part
of different data collection methods, with stated purpose of each exercise. Despite
the careful planning, the initial design of the study had to be modified during the
course of the one-year period due to the unforeseen circumstances. Hence, the
description of the data collection methods includes references to the initial plans
and their later modifications, where needed. A critical evaluation of the study
design and data collection methods will be given in Chapter 10.
6.4.1 Individual interviews
During the one year study period, three individual interviews were conducted with
each study participant. The initial plan to have two individual interviews – one
before the beginning of the academic year (in August or September 2006) and the
other at the end of the academic year (in August or September 2007) – was
modified and an additional interview in the middle of the study period (in April
2007) was added. This decision was made in order to maintain an efficient
research relationship with the participants, as well as to compensate for the lack of
details and depth in the descriptions of one’s everyday experiences that was
evident in some cases.
All the interviews were non-directive and semi-structured. Only general
topics to be discussed in the interviews were chosen before-hand. This flexibility
enabled the interviewer to focus also on the themes that emerged during the
interview and allowed advantage to be taken of the uniqueness of the single cases
and the emergence of new themes. As usual in case study research, the data
collection and analysis overlapped (Eisenhardt, 1989). The continuous analysis of
emerging data that pointed to the themes that could be further probed, fed into the
interview schedules.
All the interviews were conducted in Estonian, which was the mother
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tongue of all the participants, with the exception of one participant whose mother
tongue was Russian, but who considered herself to be bi-lingual and was fluent in
Estonian. Each of the interviews lasted approximately 1.5 hours. All the
interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The permission to do so
was obtained from each participant at the beginning of the first interview and
confirmed again at the start of each following interview.
6.4.1.1 Content of the interviews
The initial plan was to conduct the first interview before the participants’ arrival
to the UK. However, due to their and the interviewer’s commitments and living
and travelling arrangements, this was not possible in all cases. Out of the final
eight cases, four first interviews took place in August 2006, in Tallinn, Estonia;
the other four interviews were conducted in September 2006, in England, three of
them in London and one of them in Bath. The aim of the first interview was to
start building an efficient research relationship with each participant. The first
interview concentrated on understanding the personal background of the
participant (e.g. information about one’s family, educational trajectory and
professional life, as well as intimate relations), as well as the motivation for
undertaking a study abroad, ideas and expectations about the UK, English people
and one’s forthcoming experience.
The second interview was conducted with one of the participants in the
end of January 2007. This individual was in the end of her planned six months
study period in England and it was decided to have an interview with her prior to
her return to home. The interview took place in England, in the city where the
person studied.
The second interview was conducted with the remaining seven
participants in April 2007. The interviews took place in England, in the cities were
the participants studied, with the exception of one interview which took place in
Tartu, in Estonia. The aim of the second interview was to get a more detailed
understanding of the participants’ experiences abroad up to that point in the study.
The interview concentrated on person-specific themes that had emerged from the
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questionnaires, and aimed to collect deeper and more detailed accounts of the
important life-events and their significance to the participant. The second
interview also touched upon participants’ future plans. In addition to these personspecific questions two general questions were asked from all the interviewees: 1)
Have you experienced any situations where you were considered EasternEuropean? What were your feelings and thoughts about that experience? 2) Have
you had any situations where you were considered to be similar to Lithuanians or
Latvians? What were your feelings and thoughts about that experience? These two
questions were raised by the personal experiences of some of the study
participants, and as these issues were informative for the initial plan of the study,
they were given special attention.
The time of the third interview depended largely on the commitments
and travelling and living arrangements of the participants. In order to take into
account the wish of two participants who were starting another experience abroad
in the late summer 2007, their final interviews were carried out in early August
2007, in Tallinn, Estonia. The interview of another participant who spent her
entire summer in Estonia was also conducted in the same period in Tallinn. In
order to cater for the needs of two other study participants who were finishing
their Master’s studies in the early autumn 2007, their final interviews took place
in the middle of September and early October 2007, in the cities in England,
where they studied. The rest of the interviews took place in the middle of
September 2007 in England in the cities where the participants lived. The aim of
the third interview was twofold: first, to look back at the experiences of the last
period of the study and collect more detailed accounts of the significant events
and their personal meanings from that period; second, to look back at the entire
study period and analyse one’s life-trajectory in terms of positive and negative
periods throughout the year. Some time was spent in the final interview to obtain
feedback about participation in the study.
6.4.1.2 Exercises used in the interviews
Several exercises were used in the study to make the data collection process more
versatile, to enable the participants to discuss their experiences in variety of ways,
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and through that improve the data collection process and quality of the data. The
specific aim of each of the exercises is pointed out in the description of the task.
However, it is worth mentioning here that the usage of most of these exercises
was inspired by Vygotsky’s (1978) double-stimulation method. Specifically, this
was the case with self-description exercise, drawing task and video viewing.
Vygotsky’s approach to studying psychological functions in their
formation is based on the idea that all human development is mediated by cultural
tools that are semiotic in nature. In this kind of research setting external devices
are introduced to the study situation by the researcher and taken up and put into
use in an idiosyncratic manner by the study participant. Therefore the stimulation
in the study situation is twofold: the task that needs to be solved, and the cultural
tools that can be used to facilitate and improve the resolution of the task.
According to Vygotsky’s reasoning, in order to understand the psychological
functions in their development it is important to understand how a person engages
with both of these strands of stimulation and how these become part of a person’s
functioning. Therefore, this methodological approach allows one to see how
external becomes internal and how it guides the development of intrapsychological semiotic tools. It has been extensively used by Engeström (Cole &
Engeström, 2007; Engeström, 2007) in his developmental work research that
concentrates on problem solving and innovation within groups.
In the current research Vygotsky’s methodological ideas were used in a
general manner. That is, the exercises were included in the study situations in
order to facilitate participants’ contemplation and discussion processes. They were
not designed to be developmental in the narrow sense of the word, but instead
aimed at revealing the personal sense-making process in its movement as it
transforms the intra-psychological system. In this respect the usage of the
exercises in the current study is more similar to Engeström’s usage of cultural
tools in developmental work research than to Vygotsky’s original utilization of
this methodology (e.g. to study the development of concept formation).
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Self-description exercise. A self-description exercise was used in the current study
in order to explore the self-understandings of the participant. This task was used
in the first and in the final interview. The aim of the exercise was to equip
participants with a tool that could be used to facilitate contemplation about one’s
self-understandings. While a pre/post-design was used in the study, the aim was
not to measure the change in participant’s self-understandings as captured by the
exercise, but rather to facilitate a discussion about possibly relevant aspects of
personal sense.
The self-description exercise was carried out as follows. The
participant was provided with an A3 format white paper and 20 cards that each
had a word written on it.

Some of the words were adjectives (e.g. Pretty,

Reserved); others marked the group categorization (e.g. Estonian, Scandinavian).
The complete list of words used in the exercise is provided in Appendix B. The
words used in this exercise were collected during a pilot study in which 11 people
(nine female and two male) were asked to write down 20 words that for them were
associated with the word ‘Estonian’. The words used in the study were the ones
mentioned most frequently. In addition to this standard set of cards, the person
had also four blank cards which he or she could use in order to add other relevant
words.
In order to complete the exercise the person was asked to write in the
middle of the paper his or her name. After that the participant was asked to place
the cards around the centre in a way that the words which described him/her the
best, were close to centre and the ones that did not match his/her self-description,
were far from the centre. When all the provided cards were placed on the paper,
the participant was asked if there were any words missing from the description. In
case he/she identified such words, he/she was encouraged to use the blank cards to
add relevant self-descriptions. After all the cards were placed on the paper the
choices the person had made were discussed.
The exercise was piloted on two Estonian women before using it in the
study. The participants of the pilot were asked to evaluate if the words written on
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the cards were suitable for self-description, and provide feedback about the
exercise in general. As a result of the pilot one word, namely ‘Nordic’, was added
to the list of words. Otherwise the task was evaluated to be relatively easy to
complete, and playful.
As explained earlier, the self-description exercise was used in this study
for the discussion facilitation purposes. No specific analysis of the produced
pictures was carried out. For that reason the pictures which were produced by the
study participants are not presented in the dissertation.
Life-trajectory drawing task. In order to facilitate the discussion about one’s lifeexperiences during the study period a drawing task was used in the final interview
of the study. Similarly to the self-description exercise, the aim of the usage of this
task was to offer participants a tool that would enable them to talk about their
experiences in a more structured and easily accessible, whilst playful manner.
In order to complete the task the participant was provided with an A3
format white paper and a box of colour pencils. He/she was asked to draw a line
on the paper that signified his/her experiences during the previous year in which
‘hills’ marked the positive periods and ‘valleys’ marked the negative periods. The
participant was encouraged to use different colours when drawing the line. She/he
was also asked to either write on the drawing or to explain orally what were the
important events in each ‘hill’ or ‘valley’ that triggered the positive or negative
emotions. The suggestion was also made to give names to the ‘hills’ or ‘valleys’,
if these came to one’s mind. The participant was also encouraged to use symbols,
pictures or other means to illustrate the drawing. When the participant had
finished working on the task the drawing of the personal life-trajectory was
discussed. The completed drawings of the participants are presented in Appendix
F.
6.4.2 Questionnaires
In order to investigate the personal life-experiences of the participants as these
occurred and to discover critical moments in their life-trajectories during the one99
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year period, which triggered identity construction process, questionnaires were
sent to the participants once a month via e-mail. The aim of the questionnaires
was to collect personal narratives about personal life-experiences and feelings and
thoughts related to those. While the interviews would have enabled one to explore
the life-events retrospectively, the usage of monthly questionnaires allowed the
gathering of more recent and immediate reactions to significant every-day
situations. Estonian was used as the language of the questionnaires.
The questionnaires used in the study included up to five open-ended
questions that enabled the participants to describe their life-experiences during the
previous month. Each questionnaire included some general questions that were
asked to all the participants, and some person-specific questions. Using the
theoretical underpinnings of the study, the general questions used in the
questionnaires concentrated in many occasions on situations where tension and
struggle was evident (e.g. describe a situation from the last month where you felt
that you were different from people around you). Many of the questions were used
repeatedly in the questionnaires in order to see how persons construct meanings in
relation to the same input in different moments in time. A complete list of
questions that were over the study period given to all the study participants,
together with general instruction used in the questionnaire is given in Appendix C.
As noted by Eisenhardt (1989) in case study research the data
collection often overlaps with data analysis. This principle was used also in the
current study where the data from interviews and previous questionnaires were
used to create person-specific questions. These aimed at following-up the
emerging topics, and seeing how certain themes develop in relation to person’s
flow of experiences.
Sentence completion exercise. In addition to the questions about daily
experiences, every second questionnaire, starting from the first questionnaire,
included a sentence completion exercise. The beginnings of the sentences that
needed to be completed by participants are provided in Appendix D. The aim of
adding this exercise into the questionnaires was to investigate the possible
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fluctuations and changes in a person’s feelings and emotions in relation to his/her
original and new collective culture, as well as in relation to her own way of being.
While the answers to open-ended questions were aimed at providing a general
picture of the events happening in students’ lives and their reactions to these, the
sentence completion exercise was designed to bring out the changes in more
general aspects of the personal meaning space. Furthermore, the sentence
completion exercise enabled the triangulation of the data (Eisenhardt, 1989) and
seeing whether the periods of tension and conflict that were evident in other data
were revealed also by the fluctuations in sentence completion task.
Participants’ answers to the sentence completion exercise throughout
the study period are presented in a complete manner in Appendix E.
6.4.3 Focus Groups
The initial plan of the study was to combine individual-level and group-level data
collection methods. This decision was mainly informed by the wish to see how
individuals take up and use in their sense-making ideas that where collectively
constructed and/or discussed. The experience of debating certain ideas
collectively was thought to enable tracing the movement of the voice from
collective to personal plane.
The initial plan was to carry out two focus groups that would have
involved all the participants of the study – one after the first round of individual
interviews at the beginning of the academic year and another after the final
individual interviews at the end of the academic year.
The first focus group was carried out as planned. However, due to the
commitments and living and travelling arrangements of the participants, it was not
possible to conduct one focus group with all the participants. Instead two focus
groups were conducted: one in August 2006 in Tallinn, with four participants and
the other in September in Bath with five participants9. The first focus groups were

9

The person who later dropped out from the study participated in this focus group.
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conducted in Estonian and both lasted approximately 1.5 hours. The focus groups
were tape-recorded and videotaped.
The main aim of the first focus groups was to explore the concepts that
participants as a group held about Estonians. In order to gather participants’ ideas
about Estonians and Estonian-ness a brainstorming exercise was used. In addition
to that the participants were shown a video clip where three non-Estonians,
namely Russian, Irish and Italian, were speaking about Estonians in a slightly
provoking manner. The video was filmed, edited, translated and subtitled by the
author. The main aim of the video usage was to create tension between the ideas
participants held about their nationality and compatriots, and the ideas other
people may have held about Estonians. Therefore, the video was once again used
as a tool to facilitate discussion and to reveal the issues that otherwise would have
perhaps been left un-discussed. The video viewing was followed by an individual
exercise to explore the feelings and ideas raised by the film, and group discussion.
The second focus group was planned to take place at the end of the
study after final individual interviews. The aim of the second focus group was to
present some of the data gathered during the study to the participants and ask
them to reflect upon it. However, in the second part of the study it become clear
that due to participants’ commitments and travelling and living arrangements it
would be extremely difficult to organize a second focus group. As the focus of the
study had during the data collection period increasingly shifted towards a intraindividual analysis, and the input from the initial focus group did not seem to reoccur in individual meaning-making processes, the decision was made to abandon
the attempts to create links between cases by using the data from focus groups.
That is, the idea of tracing certain collective voices from the focus group in
personal sense-making was abandoned. As a consequence the data from the initial
focus groups were not transcribed and not used in further analysis.
Video from the focus group as input for recollection exercise. The usage of the
video clip in the first focus group had a second motive. The video viewing was
initially planned to be followed up by questions about the film in the
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questionnaires. As a result of this decision the participants were asked to recollect
and write down as precisely as possible everything they remembered from the
video in the fourth and seventh questionnaires. The initial idea that originated
from Frederick Bartlett’s (1932/1995) memory studies was to explore how the
recalled stories of the participants would become transformed over time. The links
between these transformations and other relevant personal meanings were
intended to be analysed. However, it became clear that personal recollections
collected with the questionnaires were short and general, probably due to the
relatively long time-lapse between viewing and recollection. Also other themes
started to emerge from the questionnaires and interviews within each case that
seemed to be more relevant than the recollection exercise. Due to these reasons it
was decided to exclude that part of the data from further analysis.
6.4.4 General sequence of the study
Table 6.4.4 depicts the general sequence of the study. It points out when certain
data collection methods were used and which specific exercises were included in
them at different moments in time.
Table 6.4.4 General sequence of the study
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6.5 Principles of data analysis
6.5.1 Stages of data analysis
The data analysis carried out in the current study concentrated mostly on the intraindividual analysis and sought to reveal the dynamics of sense-making within a
single case across time10. While the idea of tracing collective voices in personal
sense-making, that was initially intended to connect the individual cases, was
abandoned in the course of the study, other ways of conducting inter-case analysis
opened up. In the following sections the principles of intra-case analysis are
described first, and then the ideas informing the inter-case analysis are presented.
6.5.1.1 Intra-case analysis
The within-case analysis carried out in the current study consisted of the
following stages:
1. Identification of re-occurring themes within each case. In this stage the
interview transcripts and questionnaires were read through by the researcher and
themes that were re-occurring throughout the study period were extracted. In this
first stage all the topics that were re-emerging and which were significant for
understanding the life-experiences of the individuals were extracted. At this stage
it was not yet considered whether a change in self-understandings in relation to
these topics was evident or not. Rather all the topics that were considered to be
important for understanding each case study were extracted.
2. Identification of personal meaning-making episodes. In this second stage the
text was once again read in order to reveal the topics in case of which personal
meaning-making efforts were evident. In this stage those initially extracted topics
in case of which the text did not disclose any fluctuations, dynamics or movement

10

The term intra-individual analysis is used in this dissertation to refer to the analysis within a
single case, as opposed to the inter-individual analysis, which investigates the differences and
similarities between cases. It is acknowledged here that the former term may not fully represent
the conceptualization of personal sense-making as a boundary-process that connects person and
context. However, as it enables to differentiate between the two types of analysis, it is used here,
despite its conceptual shortcoming.
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between different perspectives were abandoned. The analysis at this stage resulted
in a list of quotations that were grouped together according to the general reemerging topics. In addition to that, a timeline analysis table for each case was
produced in order to indicate at which moments in time during the study period
specific topics occurred. The timeline analysis tables are included to each of the
case study analyses.
3. Formulation of the conceptual model based on a single case analysis. In this
stage of the analysis a random case (the case of N.) from the pool of eight cases
was chosen for a detailed analysis. The data from this case was approached using
the general socio-cultural theoretical ideas. Most importantly the idea of the
collision between the personal and collective cultures that becomes resolved
through auto- and hetero-dialogues was used. Interpretation of the data using this
idea led to the formulation of a basic cycle of sense-making, including identity
construction: rupture → semiotic auto-regulation → re-establishment of
person/context equilibrium. This basic cycle, which forms the core of the
conceptual model, was thereafter combined with other previously discussed
theoretical ideas which led to the initial formulation of the schematic
representation of the cycle (see Figure 7.1) Thereafter the analytic categories were
defined (see section 6.5.2).
4. Analysis of the remaining cases based on the conceptual model. The initial
conceptual model was thereafter used to interpret another case (the case of H.),
which based on the initial reading was believed to be more complex than the first
case. The analysis of this second case consisted of two steps:
•

the previously extracted quotations were analysed using the analytical
categories; the text in each quotation was assigned a code that enabled to
use the quotations easily for the final analysis of each topic;

•

each re-occurring theme within the case was analysed using the
formulated conceptual model; in particular, this meant using the schematic
representation of the identity construction cycle to capture the dynamics
within each theme and thereafter writing down a description of this
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dynamic using the relevant quotations; these schematic drawing and the
respective narrative description form the main part of each intra-case
analysis.
During the second case analysis the schematic representation of the
identity construction cycle was modified several times, resulting in the final
scheme that is presented in Figure 7.1. Only after the model proved to be suitable
for interpreting also this second case, was it written down in a detailed manner.
This description is presented in the following chapter. At this stage the initial
description of the model was not anymore modified but used for analysing the
remaining six cases. The analysis of these remaining cases was carried out
according to the previously described two steps.
6.5.1.2 Inter-case analysis
As mentioned earlier, the initial aim of linking the detailed intra-case analyses
together by tracing the movement of the collective meaning to personal sensemaking was abandoned during the data collection period. However, the data
analysis phase of the study opened up another way of carrying out an inter-case
analysis. It was realised that in order to deal with the emerging need to further
explore the notion of rupture in personal sense-making, an inter-case analysis can
be fruitful. Therefore, after the completion of the intra-case analysis the
trajectories of each individual case were explored in order to bring out the crosscase patterns, with the specific focus on the events in study participants’ lives that
appeared as significant ruptures. This inter-case analysis aimed to bring out
similarities and differences in those ruptures and their effects on personal sensemaking across cases.
Using the developed model of identity construction, it was assumed
that each of the themes, in case of which sense-making efforts were evident,
included a reference to one or many serious ruptures. Therefore, these ruptures
were considered for understanding the individual life-trajectories and using these
ruptures, a trajectory of each individual was constructed. Before exploring the
cross-case patterns in those trajectories and related ruptures, the trajectories were
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triangulated using the drawing of the one-year experiences that participants
completed as a result of the life-trajectory drawing exercise.
6.5.2 Analytical categories used in the analysis
The analytical categories used in data analysis emerged from the analysis of the
first case as explained in the previous section. When defining the analytic
categories, the definitions given by the authors who have proposed certain
concepts, have been used. The analytical categories used in the study are defined
as follows:
•

Person’s claims about one’s present, past and future being (selfunderstandings) – these are identified in the discourse as person’s claims
about who one is, was, will be, would like to be or should be; the selfunderstandings that are relevant for the current analysis are the one’s that
are in some way contradictory or between which the tension exists.

•

Person’s life-goal orientations – these are identified in the discourse as
person’s future-related self-understandings, as a goal or image of oneself
towards which the person is striving; life-goal orientation appear in the
text often as explicit claims about how the person or person’s life should
be in the future.

•

A rupture – rupture is a situation or experience that interrupts the normal
flow of events (Zittoun, 2007a); it is defined by its consequences, i.e. a
life-event is identified as a rupture only if person’s discourse reveals that
the event has caused tension, discomfort, stress or unease to the person
and initiated personal sense-making.

•

Voice of the other – “a voice is a referenced quotation of other”
(Gillespie, 2006, p. 159); voice is defined as person’s claim about other’s
opinion about an issue at hand.

•

Tension as it is carried forward to the next moment – this category is
defined as a stress, discomfort or unease that continues to be mentioned
and brought up by the person despite the evident efforts to work through
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the matter and reduce the tension.
The analytical categories match the components of the proposed
theoretical model. The different kinds of relationships between those components
are not hereby defined as separate analytic categories. However, understanding
the different types of relations between different parts of the dynamic system
forms an important aspect of the analysis as will become clear from the case
analyses.
The detailed coding of the text according to these analytic categories is
not presented in this dissertation. The themes where the personal sense-making
efforts are evident are described within each case and a schematic depiction of the
dynamics within each theme is added to the descriptive text. This schematic
representation enables the reader to see what parts of the text were coded and
analysed under each analytic category.
6.5.3 Language of data analysis and quotations
All the interviews were transcribed verbatim, but not translated into English. The
data analysis was conducted based on Estonian transcriptions and only the
excerpts used in the dissertation were translated into English. This translation was
done by the researcher. While the translation aimed at keeping the general ‘feel’
of the language as used by the participant (e.g. formal or more colloquial;
grammatical difficulties in Estonian, hesitations in language use and search for
better expression or word), the structure, clarity and grammar of the language of
the excerpts was improved for comprehension purposes when translating.

6.6 Ethical considerations
6.6.1 Confidentiality of participants
In order to protect participants’ identities and secure their confidentiality the
following principles have been used in the current dissertation:
1. The names of participants have not been used in the dissertation. Instead, each
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participant is signified by a randomly chosen letter. The case studies are
presented in alphabetical order.
2. The specific field of studies of each participant has not been mentioned, but
rather a general area of specialization is given.
3. The names of the universities where participants studied have not been
mentioned. However the region in England where they lived and studied has
been stated in order to allow the reader to understand the socio-cultural
context that in some cases is relevant (e.g. living in London as opposed to a
small town in the Midlands). Due to the impossibility of finding a suitable
alternative in the UK, the name of the capital city has been left unchanged in
the text.
4. Participants’ birth place in Estonia is not stated, unless the birth place was
Tallinn or Tartu (i.e. the capital and second largest city in the country), where
the size of the city makes it difficult to identify the person in question.
5. When other places have been mentioned by participants in relation to their
past or future experiences (e.g. living abroad before coming to the UK), the
name of the country or city has been changed to another country or city from
the same region, with the exception of the USA, which has been stated in an
unchanged manner due to the impossibility of finding a suitable substitute.
6. The background information about the participant includes only those facts
about the participant’s life which do not reveal his or her identity. In making
decisions about the inclusion of certain facts, Estonian context was used as the
reference point, as the confidentiality is more difficult to maintain there due to
the scale of the country and strong inter-personal links among people.
As a further step in protecting the identity of the participants, as well as
validating the data analysis, each study participant was sent an electronic copy of
his/her case analysis with the request to point out any details that should be
changed or omitted from the analysis. As a result of this process, some changes to
the personal background information were made. Only the final version of each
case, where participants’ requests have been taken into account, has been included
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in the current dissertation.
The data collected during the study is stored in the researcher’s
personal files and have not been openly discussed with anybody who is not
directly linked to the current research project.
6.6.2 Participant and researcher relationship
The process of the study and its longitudinal design has led to the creation of
personal links between the author and the study participants. The researcher’s
conscious efforts to be informed about the occurring events in participants’ lives
and being encouraging, supportive and interested in those dealings (e.g. wishing
good luck for the exams, sending Christmas cards) should not be underestimated
in maintaining and developing these relationships during a one-year period.
Without doubt this contributed to retaining the participation in the study during
the 12-month period.
While the relationship remained relatively formal with some
participants, it developed into a more personal and trusting relationship in other
cases, as demonstrated by the depth of the personal information revealed to the
author by some participants. This strong personal relationship enabled to gather
information about personal life-experiences that significantly contributed to the
success of the study. However, it also created some difficulties and discomfort
during the study period for the author. Sometimes it was complicated to find a
proper balance between creating strong enough links to gather important
information, but at the same time remain distant enough to be able to take the role
of the observer. In dealing with these difficulties the researcher preferred not to
allow the relationships with participants develop into very informal friendships
that would have made it difficult to make decisions about the inclusion and
exclusion of certain information about participants’ lives. While being interested
in participants’ life experiences in a new socio-cultural context, the researcher
also tried not to share her own experiences of living in England, as this might
have brought certain themes unnecessarily to the attention of the participants.
Similarly, when discussing participants’ experiences, no references were made to
110

6. Methodology of the study

other study participants, despite the interest expressed by some people in the
study.
6.6.3 This investigation as a significant rupture in study participants’ lives
The underlying idea of the current research project is that certain life-events can
create ruptures in individuals’ normal flow of being that trigger personal sensemaking efforts, including identity construction. From this perspective any given
life-event, no matter how insignificant it may initially seem can escalate into a
subjective sign construction that can have significant (negative) consequences to
people’s lives. Therefore, in this section about ethical considerations, it is
important to think, to what extent was the current investigation a rupture in study
participants’ lives.
There is no reason to believe that the participation in the current study
created a rupture in any of the participants’ lives that had serious negative
consequences to their normal flow of being. Clearly, the constant gaze from the
other, in this case from the researcher, interrupted the normal flow of these young
people’s lives in some ways. It made them to reflect about their experiences and
furthermore, express those reflections in written form. It made them think about
things that they would probably not have thought about otherwise. Therefore, the
presence of this observing and question-asking other in their lives during a oneyear period certainly had consequences to their personal sense-making.
However, while being always present this observing other tried not to
be too demanding and intrusive in her interests. When a new theme was picked up
from the ongoing data analysis and enquired about in an interview or
questionnaire, the person was always given a possibility not to discuss the topic if
she or he did not want to. On the one hand, this enabled the participants to
maintain their privacy. On the other, it served as a way of avoiding to create a
serious rupture by way of not bringing some themes to the surface of one’s
awareness.
While there is no evidence to suggest that this study created a serious
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rupture or an existential crisis in any of the study participants lives, this possibility
was always kept in mind. The researcher tried to be attentive to possible clues
about this kind of effect on one’s being: someone being overly philosophical,
overly critical or simply expressing their ideas about their life in a lengthy and/or
melancholic manner. It was decided that in case any of these tendencies were
noticed the issue would have be taken up with the participant in a personal
interview and a suggestion to turn to professional counselling would have been
made if needed. Hence, it was assumed that while the researcher would not have
been responsible for creating a crisis in individual’s life, she would have been
responsible for not involving other appropriate parties to the resolution of the
situation.
A situation that did raise researcher’s concerns about a possible
existential crisis in one of the study participants’ lives did occur during the study
period. This crisis was not created by the participation in the study, but by other
events in this young person’s life. The researcher reacted to her growing concern
by writing to the person and offering to meet and talk about the situation in her
life. When the person politely refused the offer, it was made sure that she had
other supportive people available in her social network to who she could turn to if
she needed help. While the continued observation showed that this situation found
its resolution without the further involvement of the researcher, it did surface the
possible dangers of this kind of research and the need to think about possible ways
of dealing with those.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF IDENTITY
CONSTRUCTION
In this chapter the conceptual model of identity construction that was developed in
this study is described. The chapter begins with a brief overview of model which
is accompanied with the schematic illustration of the identity construction cycle.
Thereafter, specific aspects of the model are described in a more detailed manner.

7.1 Brief overview of the model
According to this model, identity construction is understood as part of person’s
ongoing sense-making process. Identity is seen as personally significant and
highly generalized subjective sign that becomes created as a result of the ongoing
sense-making.
The current model of identity construction takes as its basis the
following cycle of sense-making: rupture → semiotic auto-regulation → reestablishment of person/context equilibrium. This basic cycle, which has been
used before by others, including Dewey, Mead (Gillespie, 2006) and Piaget

113

7. Conceptual model of identity construction

(1977), has here been combined with theoretical ideas elaborated within the
general socio-cultural tradition. The movement of the self-system from one
identity construction cycle to another is presented in Figure 7.1.

Rupture
IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Voice of the other
Present self in time 1 (AS IS)
Past self in time 2 (AS WAS)

Future self in time 1 (AS CAN BE)
Present self in time 2 (AS IS)
Past self in time 3 (AS WAS)

Future self in time 2 (AS CAN BE)
Present self in time 3 (AS IS)
Past self in time 4 (AS WAS)

Tension

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
in the form of hetero- and auto-dialogues,
using signs from different levels of generalization

Identities as highly generalized and personally significant metasigns become constructed
Tension is not controlled,
but carried forward
Tension becomes controlled as these semiotic regulators become
part of self-system

Semiotic regulators start to regulate one’s actions in different activity settings

Figure 7.1 Conceptual model of identity construction

The current model of identity construction seeks to capture the
processes by way of which the person moves from the past through the present
into the unknown and unpredictable future. It seeks to capture the developmental
transformations of the self-system on the level of self-understandings as
subjective signs. In other words, it seeks to capture the episodes of subjective
signs construction, including identity construction.
The subjective sign construction is triggered by a rupture. The rupture
creates a break in the normal flow of one’s being (Zittoun, 2007a) and triggers
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semiotic auto-regulation that aims to re-establish the sense of stability and
continuity beyond the rupture.
This movement towards the re-established state of balance in the future
beyond a rupture uses and is guided by the existing subjective signs in selfsystem. In this context two analytically differentiated types of signs are important.
First, the highly generalized and personally significant metasigns in form of lifegoal orientations regulate this movement from the past through the ruptured
present into the future by generating different possible future scenarios. Second,
person uses also previously constructed identities as highly generalized and
personally significant signs in this movement into the unknown. Both identities
and life-goal orientations offer the person a sense of sameness and continuity.
However, life-goal orientations do this by giving a direction to one’s life in terms
of values and principles, while identities enable the person to define who one is
and wants to be. While being interlinked, life-goal orientations and identities
function as highly generalized and personally significant metasigns which are
created based on person’s past experience with the world and with oneself and
through the dialogue with social suggestions.
A rupture triggers semiotic auto-regulation. This is played out as a
dialogue between the existing subjective signs in the self-system, including lifegoals and identities, and new incoming social suggestions. The hetero-dialogues
with different voices of the others and auto-dialogues with past and anticipated
future selves in the semiotic auto-regulation process function to reduce the
tension. In the process of semiotic auto-regulation some existing subjective signs
become strengthened and remain the same, continuing to regulate a person’s
actions in particular activity settings. Other subjective signs as semiotic regulators
may disappear and some new regulators may become constructed in order to
control the tension between different perspectives within the self-system.
However, semiotic auto-regulation may not always be successful in
controlling the anxieties immediately. Instead, the tension may remain in the selfsystem. Nevertheless, some form of semiotic regulation of the inner tension is
assumed in the current model for the efficient functioning of the self-system. It is
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proposed here that the human existence in the world is guided by a need to create
sense of sameness and continuity, which does not necessary entail coherence,
across time and space.
Let us now turn to considering the ideas used in the current conceptual
model in greater detail.

7.2 Identity as constructed metasign
As already said, identity is, in the current model, understood as a person’s
subjective sense of sameness and continuity across time and space. This sense of
sameness exists on the level of subjective signs (i.e., self-understandings), and is
achieved through semiotic auto-regulation. It is constructed based on unique, but
seemingly similar reactions to different everyday experiences (Sovran, 1992). It
enables people to answer in a personally meaningful way such questions as Who
am I?; Who am I in relation to others?; Where do I come from?; Who do I want to
be? etc. Hence, subjective signs that the active individual uses to define oneself
involve self-understandings that are related to a person’s identification with
certain social categories (e.g., “I am Eastern-European”), but they also involve
claims about oneself that are related to a person’s psychological states and
characteristics (e.g., “I am a reserved person”). In addition to those claims about
one’s being, life-goal orientations as trans-situational, highly generalized
metasigns form an important part of the self-system. While being linked with the
claims about one’s being, life-goal orientations are analytically differentiated here
from these, for the purposes of clarity.
All these different subjective signs are used to make sense of the
present situation with reference to a person’s past experiences and possible future
being. This constantly re-constructed sense of self in the present connects the
remembered past with the unknown future in a personally meaningful way.
Identity construction is therefore understood as a personal sense-making process
that creates an episodic clarity and stability on the level of meanings in the flow of
unique everyday experiences.
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Subjective signs are constructed based on a person’s active
participation in specific activity settings. They originate from person-environment
dynamic intertwining, where a person’s reactions to specific situations send a
message to others, and receive feedback from them, while also working back on
the self without others’ response, as in Mead’s feed-forward loops (Valsiner,
2007d). Hence, the reaction to specific life-events says something about the
person. It becomes interpreted by the person him/herself and others into several
new signs as the recursive semiosis is initiated (Rosa, 2007b). As these signs enter
the outer-most layer of the person’s intra-psychological system they become reinterpreted in the light of existing subjective signs. The cascade of multi-stranded
recursive semiosis is set in motion and through that an image of the self emerges.
In this process some constructed signs become rejected, while others become
transformed through dialogues with other signs into more abstract and generalized
metasigns until they reach the inner-most layer of the self-system. Once integrated
into a person’s intra-psychological field, highly generalized metasigns start to
function as organizers and regulators of a person’s emotions, actions and
knowledge within and in relation to the surrounding world. They can be used as
mediators that enable the reconfiguration of the situation.

7.3 Domains of experiencing and identity construction
Identity as an episodic ‘steady state’ of sense of sameness and continuity is
constructed through “three mutually embedded domains of continuous
experiencing – microgenetic, mesogenetic, and ontogenetic” (Valsiner, 2007b, p.
301). All human functioning in a socio-cultural context is situation-specific and
therefore unique. That is to say, in the flow of irreversible time, two personal
reactions to emerging everyday experiences are never equal, but differ to a certain
extent. Nevertheless, the reactions on the first, micro-genetic domain can also be
perceived as similar, as belonging to the same fuzzy category of similarity, based
on which a sense of sameness becomes semiotically constructed (Valsiner,
2007a). These signs of sameness are thereafter transferred to the second, i.e.
mesogenetic domain. Here they are distanced from the specific contexts where
they originally emerged, and formed into abstract and trans-situational metasigns
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that can be used in personal sense-making under new circumstances. The
subjective signs on this domain are still unstable enough to be discarded as
unnecessary and unusable, but nevertheless stable enough to be reflected upon and
discussed, which can lead to further generalizations. In the latter case, the transsituational signs become generalized to the third, ontogenetic domain, where the
highly generalized metasigns start to function as regulators of personal life-course
management. Hence, the signs constructed through these three domains differ in
their level of generalization or distancing (Valsiner, 2007b).
Importantly, these domains of experiencing are interlinked. The signs
that are constructed in each of the domains feed into the maintenance,
modification or rejection of the signs on any other domain through recursive
semiosis (Rosa, 2007a). In regulating the emerging tensions related to one’s
everyday functioning, the individual may use the signs from all the three domains.
These signs, which differ in their level of generalization are brought together as a
bricolage in one’s consciousness, based on which the person constructs a reaction
that is functional in a specific activity context. The recursive semiosis on the
micro-genetic level feeds into the creation or alteration of generalized metasigns
on meso- and ontogenetic levels. For example, the person who has always wanted
to become a doctor (i.e., overwhelming generalized life-goal orientation) may
suddenly find out that he doesn’t like the sight of blood and has to alter his lifegoal (e.g., “Why don’t I become a psychiatrist instead?”). Similarly, the
downwards regulation of sense-making occurs. Personal meaning-making
situations in specific activity settings (i.e., separate micro-genetic episodes)
become linked to each other through general life-goal orientations, which the
person is seeking to achieve in his/her current life-course situation (i.e., highly
generalized metasigns from the onto-genetic level). For example, a young woman
who declares to be driven by a general life-goal of becoming rich seems not to be
using that metasign in her decision to start the Ph.D. studies instead of continuing
in her well-paid job; rather she seems to be guided by another image of the self
(e.g., “I am someone who wants to learn”) in that decision. However, this life-goal
orientation can be used as the guiding principle in a later situation, where, after
constant struggles with her initial choice, she eventually continues her career in
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the same well-paid sector after finishing the doctorate. Eventually, these two
separate, even contrasting decisions may become linked in a meaningful manner,
when the person creates another generalized metasign: “I am a person, who is still
searching for one’s way in life”.
Hence, the current model proposes that in the semiotic auto-regulation
phase of the identity construction cycle a variety of subjective signs with different
levels of generalization are used. Through the dialogue between all these different
signs certain highly generalized and personally significant metasigns become
constructed as a functional reaction to the situation that thereby solves the inner
tension.

7.4 Rupture as a trigger of identity construction
Self-understandings are considered to be tacit meaning spaces within a person’s
intra-psychological system, which regulate a person’s functioning within a sociocultural context without the individual being necessarily aware of them. The
semiotic auto-regulation that uses signs at different levels of generalization
functions most of the time without a person’s conscious efforts. Engeström’s
(2006) parallel with mycorrhizae, the invisible complex structure underneath
visible fungi that sometimes produces mushrooms, is useful in this respect. Using
this illustration, identity can be understood as a mushroom that “pops up” when
the conditions are correct. In other words, identity is not a fixed entity in people’s
mind that they carry with them from one situation to another, but something that
becomes constructed when one’s life-situation so requires.
The questions about one’s identity are brought into the individual’s
awareness by a sudden change in a socio-cultural context that brings along a
rupture (Zittoun, 2007a). Rupture creates an interruption, a break in the normal
flow of events, where the present functions as a divide between known past and
unknown, but imagined future. Rupture destabilizes the self-system by making the
perspective of the other “visible” in a person’s meaning field.
The emergent difference between the perspectives is achieved through
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the relational nature of meanings. That is to say, the meaning is always created in
relation to something and that other is maintained in a tacit and passive mode in a
subjective sign. When a new social suggestion enters into the self-system it faces
the existing semiotic architecture of the self-system. The new meaning is
‘assessed’ in relation to the existing ones. The voice of the other that says “Brits
don’t have a good opinion about Eastern-Europeans” is evaluated in relation to an
existing idea “I am Eastern-European”. But the rupture does not necessarily have
to bring a new perspective from the outside. The difference can be also “awaken”
within the existing meanings that are relational in their nature. The idea of being
Eastern-European is created in relation to other ideas (e.g. “I am non-EasternEuropean”, for example Nordic or Scandinavian). The emergence of this sign
evokes those other meanings. In Vygotskian terms, the perspectives of the self and
the other collide and set the stage for their dialogue, leading to a possible new
qualitative state (Yaroshevsky, 1989). In sum, as a result of the rupture, a person
becomes aware of his/her way of being, as well as realizing that this way of being
may not be functional under the changed circumstances. In this respect rupture is
a multi-furcation point that opens up different possible future trajectories for the
person, out of which one becomes realized (Sato et al., 2007).
By making the voice of the other “visible” in the intra-psychological
system and bringing the continuing unpredictability of the future on the horizon
into a person’s awareness, the rupture generates tension, ambiguity and
uncertainty within the self-system. The equilibrium between the person and the
surrounding environment that was created by sense-making becomes disturbed.
The tension triggers semiotic auto-regulation that seeks to re-establish the balance
through new cycles of recursive semiosis (Rosa, 2007b). The transition period that
follows a rupture can be conceptualized as a movement away from a previous
status quo towards a new relative stability on the level of meaning. The transition
period is characterized by the person’s sense-making efforts that aim to reduce
ambiguity, uncertainty and tension and lead to the restructuring of the individual’s
intra-psychological meaning field. The specific reactions that emerge on the
microgenetic level feed into the negotiations of self-understandings on the
mesogenetic level and life-goal orientations on the ontogenetic level. In order to
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re-establish the status quo beyond the rupture, the person can construct new and
even more generalized meta-signs, alter the existing ones or block the movement
of the incoming message with the already constructed self-understanding.
Once the inner tension becomes controlled through semiotic autoregulation, the questions of identity fade into the background. The answers to
these questions that created a temporary state of clarity and stability enable the
person to move on to the future. Until these ways of making sense of the world
and one’s being in it are functional, i.e., provide equilibrium between person and
environment, they are actively not dealt with, and the semiotic auto-regulation
operates with these signs without the person’s awareness.
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CHAPTER 8
CASE ANALYSIS
As described in the methodology chapter, a longitudinal multiple-case
investigation was used in the current study to reveal the personal meaning-making
episodes. In the present chapter a detailed intra-case analysis of the life events and
related meaning-making efforts of the eight study participants is presented. The
cases are analysed using the conceptual model of identity construction presented
in the previous chapter. In the end of the chapter the inter-case analysis is
presented.

8.1 The case of A.
8.1.1 Background
At the outset of the study A. is 31 years old. He comes from an Estonian family
and has a sister. He was born in Tallinn, but spent his university years in Tartu,
the second largest city in Estonia and the main university city in the country. Due
to the nice living environment and distinctly academic atmosphere in Tartu, A.
claims to identify more with that city than with Tallinn and sees himself living
there again one day.
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During the time of the study A. is continuing his doctoral studies in
London, in one of the most prestigious universities in the country in the field of
social sciences. He has studied abroad since the graduation from his B.A. studies,
but had never been to the UK prior to his arrival. At the beginning of the study he
is starting his third year in London.
8.1.2 Timeline analysis
The analysis reveals four main themes with related sub-themes that keep
appearing in A.’s interviews and questionnaires (see Table 8.1.2):
1. I am my partner’s partner now:
•

Me and my career

•

Longing for someone to love

•

New relationship

•

Combining the career and the new relationship

2. My life between London and Tartu:
•

Longing for home and Estonia

•

My home is not in Estonia anymore

•

Idealized picture of Tartu

3. Am I prolonging my childhood?
•

Feeling different from friends in Estonia

•

Is my life sterling?

4. I am simply a Londoner and Estonian:
•

I am proud to be Estonian

•

Estonians are too narrow-minded

•

Being Eastern-European

•

Being Nordic

•

Ethnicity is not an issue for me
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Table 8.1.2 A. – Timeline analysis

Most of the themes that occur in A.’s talk are related to his plans for the
future and his ideas about his current life as it is moving towards the future. The
timeline analysis shows that in the first half of the study these thoughts are mostly
focused on A.’s career plans and his struggles of finding his place between
London and Estonia in a manner that is rewarding for him, but also acceptable to
others. In the second part of the study, this focus shifts to A.’s new relationship, to
planning the future together with his partner, no longer only in relation to the
possible return to Estonia. The topic of ethnicity emerges throughout the study
period due to the intervention. However, as will become clear from the thematic
analysis, it is something that A. deals with also in his normal flow of experiences,
as the question of being Estonian is relevant from the point of view of his possible
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return to his homeland.
A.’s answers to the sentence completion exercise are relatively
consistent and similar throughout the study period, pointing possibly to the fact
that the year of study is free of serious negative ruptures (see Appendix E, Table
E1). The answers about Estonia and Estonians reveal the different positions from
which A. looks at his homeland and compatriots. Nevertheless, these fluctuations
that will be discussed in more detail in the thematic analysis are not drastic. It
allows the assumption to be made that, while A. is engaged in certain inner
negotiations about his place in the world and his future plans, these are not urgent
problems in his life that need to be resolved immediately, but rather a normal part
of his functioning.
8.1.3 Thematic analysis
8.1.3.1 I am my partner’s partner now
A.’s decision to go to study abroad is guided by his wish to have a successful and
rewarding career in academia. As a young and ambitious man he has used this
life-goal orientation as a guiding principle in his life until now (see Figure
8.1.3.1): “My general plan has been, yes, my academic career is very important
for me. I want to achieve quite a lot, I’m quite ambitious. I think I’m capable of
doing that” (INT1, 09/06). He is also planning to use that metasign as a guiding
principle in the future: “Thinking in those categories that oh, I want to have a
hugely successful career, then strategically it would probably be smart to stay
somewhere abroad for a while after completing the Ph.D. In this country or
somewhere else, in a good university, it doesn’t matter. To show that you are
capable of succeeding in the foreign context also as a professional. Not to be only
a good Ph.D. student, but to be also a good, successful lecturer, who gets
published a lot” (INT1, 09/06). However, A.’s talk reveals another life-goal
orientation that is important for him: “The life of a Ph.D. student […] leads to the
situation where relationships are very difficult to maintain, so it is like some longdistance relationships […] So in that sense life is very unstable and irregular and
then, of course, you think… Funny enough, lately I feel homesick, I don’t know
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what exactly can cause this” (INT1, 09/06). Having a successful career requires
travelling and that instability has made it difficult for A. to create and maintain a
stable relationship. The two metasigns: “I want to have a successful career” and “I
want to have a stable relationship” have until now been antagonistic and that
creates tension. The voices of the others, especially his best friends in Estonia,
who become parents and get married, add further anxiety. Interestingly, in his
attempt to manage this tension A. clings to the idea that stability is related to the
home in Estonia. It seems that there is an idealized picture in his mind about
Estonia, especially Tartu, where he can finally settle down and have a stable
relationship, after he has had his success. Hence, the tension becomes controlled
by an imagined future situation where the two metasigns are combined.
Sometimes A. feels the need to bring that anticipated future to the present as a
way of regulating the feelings of loneliness: “But lately I feel like, what if I go
home instead” (INT1, 09/06).
Rupture
(anticipated future being)

Rupture
(starts a relationship)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I want to have successful
career
I need to travel a lot due to
my career choices
Sometimes I feel lonely
I’d like to live in Tartu one day

Voices of the others:
Friends from Estonia:
People who are having
babies and getting married

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
My career is the most important
thing for me now
One day I will go back to Tartu,
settle down and have a stable
relationship

Tension:
I want to have successful career, but
would like to have also someone special in
my life
I enjoy what I am doing and achieving, but
I feel lonely sometimes

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
This relationship is the most
important thing for me now
I am above all my partner’s
partner
I can combine being with her
and having a successful career

Tension:
My career is important for me, but this
relationship is important as well
I want to return to Estonia one day, but
I don’t know if she can/wants to come
with me

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
One day I will go back to Tartu
When I will go back to Tartu, I will settle
down and have a stable relationship
Tension:
I know what I am doing, but I still feel
lonely sometimes

Claims about one’s being:
This relationship is the most important thing
for me now
I can combine being with her and having a
successful career
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.1.3.1 A. – I am my partner’s partner now
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While the prospect of having a stable and rewarding private life seems
initially to be related to the return to Estonia, soon this semiotic construction starts
to change. A. becomes involved with a woman who also lives the life of a young
academician in one of Europe’s capitals. Starting this new relationship can be
considered as a rupture in A.’s life, which causes some tension and makes him
reconsider his plans and re-define himself in relation to his life. The focus from an
imagined return to Estonia and having a stable relationship there shifts to the
reality of being in a relationship: “The relationship with the partner is important
in the sense that this status, I have a partner… or let’s say it is important there in
my consciousness perhaps. Or… my partner’s partner”; “Going abroad has
always meant that my academic career was more important than my private life. I
have not prioritized my relationships and they have ended. Now I think the private
life [pause] is rather a priority. […] Now I make my career decisions, I negotiate
with my partner what to do and how to do. To be with her is more important than
other things. Or other things are also important, but I try to make compromises
that are nice and reasonable” (INT3, 09/07). The new self-definition “I am the
partner of my partner” is very desirable and attractive for A., and therefore it
quickly starts to function as a prism through which to look at one’s life and one’s
choices.
8.1.3.2 My life between London and Tartu
It seems that A. defines himself as someone who at the moment lives in London,
but who will one day return to Estonia. He sees himself as a patriotic person, who
wants to contribute to Estonian society. However, this self-definition needs to be
considered also in the context of A.’s funding conditions – after completing his
doctoral and possible post-doctoral studies he has to return to Estonia and take on
an academic post there. Hence, influenced by real material circumstances, A.
constructs a picture of his life that now unfolds in London, but in the future will
continue in Estonia.
A.’s movement from the present towards this undefined, but imagined
moment in the future is on the one hand characterized by deepening
disconnectedness from the life in Estonia (see Figure 8.1.3.2): “I don’t feel to go
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to Estonia really, because I don’t really have a place there” (INT1, 09/06); “This
spring for example I didn’t go to Estonia. The reason being, on the one hand I
have not much to do there (and at the same time there are loads to do here).
Second, I have nowhere to stay there – I don’t really feel like sleeping and living
on parents’ living-room floor. And third, I just don’t feel the need to go –
probably I don’t have anymore or right now this strong emotional need to see the
parents and friends, live my old life etc.” (QUEST, 04/07). He feels increasingly
that his life is in London, where he can do the things he likes and live the way he
likes: “My home is here for now and here I feel good, I can do things I like in a
way that I like etc.” (QUEST, 10/06). On the other hand, A. has created in his
mind an idealized picture of the possible life in Tartu: “Why don’t I go to Tartu
University? Start to work! Teach! Stability! Start to enjoy the results of the work
I’ve done until now. In that sense a kind of idealized picture of possible life in
Tartu becomes created” (INT1, 09/06). This ideal picture sometimes collides with
his current way of living and makes him doubt whether he could handle the move
from metropolitan London to small Tartu: “I went to Tartu in the middle of
January […] to the place, where I enjoyed living etc., that I have idealized while
living abroad and that I’ve wanted to connect my future with – staying there for
several days I tried to understand, how would it be to live there, would I like it
there etc. […] The answer was that probably it would be quite okay. I had quite a
positive feeling. But when I returned to London […] and suddenly I was in this
milieu, I immediately found myself thinking that this is home where I want to stay
for a long time” (QUEST, 02/07).
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Rupture
(travels between Estonia and UK)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I live in London for the moment
One day I will return to Estonia
I’d like to live in Tartu
I can be more than an
anonymous citizen in Estonia

Voices of the others:
Other Estonians:
People who are narrowminded and do not appreciate
multi-culturalism

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I live in London now and I enjoy it
One day I will go back to Tartu
I can live between Tartu and Europe
I am a liberal and open-minded citizen of
Europe and I will not loose that even when I
move back to Estonia

Tension:
I want to return to Estonia, but I don’t know if I
belong there anymore
I want to return to Estonia, but people are too
narrow-minded there
I’d like to return to Tartu, but I might become bored
there
I like to be a citizen of Europe, but I might loose that
if I move back to Estonia

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I can live between Tartu and Europe
I don’t have to live in Tartu for 12 months
I can be more than an anonymous citizen in Estonia
and that is very important for me
Tension:
This is a nice plan, but will it work

Action in specific actvity settings
becomes regulated by
constructed signs:
I go to conference to Tartu to see if I
still like it there

Figure 8.1.3.2 A. – My life between London and Tartu
Despite these tension-creating everyday experiences and fluctuations,
A. holds on to the picture of life in Tartu, trying to make it fit into his future and
way of being: “Yes I do want to go there, do that, but I definitely think that I don’t
have to be there for 12 months. [...] And that is a kind of little thought that seems
sympathetic to me. To share my time between, let’s say, Estonia and some other
place somewhere in Europe” (INT2, 04/07). Being a person who is driven by a
wish to be successful and influential, A. believes that his possibilities to contribute
to society are greater in Estonia: “This is definitely an important difference
between Estonia and abroad, and a reason I want to return to Estonia. I feel that
there I have better chances to realize myself, to change something, to have an
impact, to participate, to be somebody. Here I am just an anonymous citizen”
(INT1, 09/06). This possibility of being somebody is seen as a positive factor that
drives A. towards Estonia. However, he feels that while being in Estonia enables
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him to be in the centre of that society, it may place him in the periphery of the
world: “The more I think, the more I am, I want to continue moving freely.
Probably… At least in Europe. I can’t imagine… And I have probably developed,
I don’t know if it is European identity. Being European means differentiating
oneself from the rest of the world. It is not in the sense of differentiating, but in the
sense of thinking and acting freely. I feel natural in this environment; it doesn’t
feel like going abroad. Or like, I go abroad from Estonia, I go to Europe. It’s not
that, it’s my environment. And I definitely want it to stay this way. And I am afraid
that if I go there to Estonia, perhaps I’ll get stuck there, and all this will somehow
remain closed. Somehow I like this feeling of being able to take the train from
London and go there and Berlin or the natural ease of doing these things” (INT2,
04/07). The question of being European emerges as a possible answer to A.’s
inner tension. It is not a ‘thing’ A. has developed and carries around with him, but
a specific way of handling a tension-filled situation. In addition to this anxiety
about losing the ease of movement, and freedom of thinking and acting in Estonia,
the voices of the others make A. feel that his choices in life and way of living may
not be understood and accepted in Estonia, and that creates further tension: “My
worldview is quite liberal and when I read some Estonian, read Estonian news
[…] well you can feel some sort of hostility towards strangers or a certain
concern towards multicultural society, difference, open Europe. And that makes
me upset and I can’t understand it” (INT2, 04/07). Hence, the everyday
experiences of being in London and of being in or away from Estonia influence
A.’s image of his future life in Estonia. The tensions related to the movement
towards this imagined future are not resolved, but carried forward despite of A.’s
efforts to construct and re-construct an image of the future life in Estonia that
would match with his present being.
8.1.3.3 Am I prolonging my childhood?
A.’s self-definition as a young, ambitious and open-minded academician who
considers Europe to be his environment allows him to function effectively in
London (see Figure 8.1.3.3): “Here the freedom, being free from this pressure
here in London. You feel, you are not, all the others around you are the same. Or
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like, to have, to live in a rented accommodation is completely normal, nothing
special. You are not an idiot if you don’t get a mortgage. And in general, you can
be a scientist and be relatively free from social obligations also in your age. Or at
least you don’t feel that you are socially obliged to do something. This is a
positive aspect that I value a lot” (INT1, 04/06). His way of being is normal in
London. However, the visits to or contacts with Estonia create a rupture into this
normal flow of life. He feels that his way of being in the world and his way of
defining himself are not compatible with the ways of being in Estonian society:
“Some sort of freedom that you have here in London. You are over 30, but you
don’t feel this total social pressure that we have in Estonia. In that age you need
to have achieved something and if you are just a Ph.D. student, you are doing
your research or something, you are just a nonsense bloke. You are just wasting
your time, prolonging your childhood; this is precisely what I’ve been told in
Estonia. That [pause] in Estonia, if you are away for a bit longer, you
immediately feel… Others, who have returned from abroad have said this as well,
someone I know who lives in Paris, says that he comes to Estonia, is there for a
week and already feels that he should get a mortgage and buy a flat. This is the
way you do it” (INT1, 09/06). A. not only perceives the mismatch between his life
and general way of being in Estonia, but he also feels different from his friends:
“My best friends became parents for the first time. Unexpectedly, it made me sad
and made me once again question my life – how sterling is it in the end. Not that I
have doubts about my choices, it’s more that I have some sad moments when I
think about the world I’ve lost and feel that I don’t have this constant supportive
closeness and other joys of that kind” (QUEST, 11/06). These seem to be the
moments when A. understands that he shares the same life-goal orientations with
his friends (e.g. to settle down and have a stable relationship) but has not been
successful in fulfilling his goals. This felt difference creates tension and he doubts
whether his life is as valuable as the life of his friends: “Perhaps there in Estonia I
feel that if others are living their adult lives, I’m still prolonging my childhood
and perhaps have not taken the full responsibility in life” (QUEST, 10/06).
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Rupture
(contacts with other Estonians)

Rupture
(starts a relationship)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am ambitious and open-minded
academician
I enjoy my freedom
I like to be free from social
pressure
One day I will return to Estonia

Voices of the others:
Friends from Estonia:
People who think I’m
prolonging my childhood
People who are getting
married, having babies, taking
out mortgages

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I like freedom and independence
I am liberal and open-minded
This life allows me to build
successful career
Sometimes I feel lonely

Tension:
I like my life the way it is, but it is not
accepted in Estonia
I like to live this way, being free and
independent, but is my life really sterling

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am working to build a successful
career
I am in relationship
My life is okay
I know what is good for me and don’t
have to compare myself with others

Tension:
I like my life this way, but is it truly
sterling
This way of living allows me to build
successful career, but sometimes I feel
lonely

Reduces tension
Voices of the others:
Other Estonians living
abroad:
People who also have
troubles re-adjusting to
Estonian society
Londoners:
People who live like me

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I like my life the way it is
I am liberal and open-minded
I don’t like to conform to social pressure
My friends and me have taken different
routes in life
Tension:
I like to live this way, but is my life sterling
I like to live this way, but I am lonely

Claims about one’s being:
I am working towards having a successful
career
I am in relationship
My life is more complete and sterling now
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.1.3.3 A. – Am I prolonging my childhood?
In dealing with this tension A. seems to refer to the image of himself as
a liberal, open-minded and not mainstream person. He uses the idea of not being
conformist and not following social pressure as positive signs, and this allows him
to feel good about himself. He feels close to Londoners and other Estonians living
abroad, and distances himself from his friends in Estonia: “Those guys there are
formalizing their lives fully, their responsibilities in life are changing radically
etc. Instead, mine have either remained the same or have become altered to
another direction. So there is less and less connection between us. Somehow we
don’t have common topics anymore. And perhaps I’m a bit ashamed of this
difference. I feel that I’m clearly becoming estranged from my Estonian friends”
(QUEST, 02/07). All these semiotic auto-regulation efforts help to reduce the
tension that comes from contacts with the Estonian other. It seems that the stable
relationship A. starts helps him to deal with the inner tension and put the
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questions about the value of his life behind him. A. is working towards a more
responsible relationship with the world and that makes the difference between him
and others less bare: “But it has disappeared lately in the sense that I have
experienced in my life, what suits me and what doesn’t. And I know what suits me
and what I like. And there is no point to go on about being here or there, in the
sense that I know, what I want is somewhat different. I’m not envious of people’s
positions or achievements; the choices I have made have been different” (INT3,
09/07).
8.1.3.4 I am simply a Londoner and Estonian
The move to London creates a rupture in A.’s normal way of being Estonian in
many different ways. The move abroad differentiates A. from the rest of
Estonians, while his plan to return to his homeland one day creates a need to
maintain a connection with that country. He finds himself dealing with other
Estonians’ voices that see him as an Estonian living abroad (see Figure 8.1.3.4):
“There was a discussion in the mailing list […] Estonians in exile and refugees
and who is refugee, we were all refugees… And one of my friends who also lives
here in London wrote a reply to this economist saying that it is really wonderful
that we have here in Europe […] free movement of labour. As an ironic comment.
Not all the Estonians have to stay in Estonia. For God’s sake! It is so good, let’s
invite all the Estonians back [incomprehensible] Go to hell! We don’t have to
deal with this Estonian issue all the time. You can live and just be a human
being!” (INT2, 04/07). In his attempts to deal with the tension created by this
negative distinction, A. turns to a more general metasign that he uses to guide his
life: “First of all I am a human being seeking to live a rewarding life”. He resists
any attempts to contrast his way of being with being a patriot: “There is loads of
patriotism in me, but I don’t… I love my country and my people and all the good
things there, but it does not mean that I have to be unreceptive towards everything
else”. He thinks of himself as a patriotic Estonian, but also as a liberal and an
open-minded European. These are not contrasting self-definitions for him, but
signs that can be combined and as such offer a coherent sense of self.
The second set of questions A. finds himself dealing with is related to
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his being Eastern-European. Again, A. is in dialogue with the voices of the others,
and again he is trying to resist their perspective: “I do not have any EasternEuropean identity. I do not think of Estonia as part of Eastern-Europe. I’m
troubled when Estonia is treated like the rest of Eastern-Europe, I mean all those
Slavic countries. I think, well, in reality it is, when you think about all those
transition society problems and phenomena, right... Those are from some
perspective for natural reasons similar to all East-European countries. But I do
not see these countries essentially to have a common identity. In reality I am not
able to identify myself with some Czech or Polish guy ... Well, basically, here in
this context, I all the time find myself being identified, in terms of, you know... Oh
Eastern-European, I have also a relative who is from Ukraine! Well, fine, so
what! […] I always find myself being at a loss, if I somehow have to here
identify... identify myself as East-European... Say something about East-Europe,
about other East-European countries!... Because I think, I don’t have anything to
do with them” (INT1, 09/06). The pressure from the others makes him think of
himself as Eastern-European, and he is “at loss” because that category has not
been part of his self-concept. He would not like to deal with this question, but
finds himself being forced to take a position again and again: “In general I don’t
deal with this issue. I don’t know what to say about this… Perhaps in me I smile
ironically” (INT1, 09/06); “You are forced to think about that [being EasternEuropean]” (INT3, 09/07). He would rather like to be seen as a Nordic person,
and in his mind that is different from being Scandinavian: “I have quite strong
Scandinavian identity [...] Wait a moment… Well, okay… There is a small
contradiction… Nordic, Scandinavian… I rather feel that Nordic is close to me.
Scandinavia that is Sweden and Norway and Denmark, well… [pause 10 sec.] It
is somewhere here, I’m rather conscious of… Damn! It is even farther… [pause 9
sec.]. I feel I am Nordic” (INT1, 09/06, self-description exercise). However, he
does admit that his resistance to accept the label of Eastern-European is also
related to him feeling that it is not a positive sign: “My girlfriend has made me
feel more relaxed about this Eastern-European identity […] At some level I was
worried that she takes me as some sort of Eastern-European, well as one from
that big grey East-Europe. West-Europe is separated from East-Europe, that is
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this big grey area, ugly, bruised, poor […] That Estonia is not East-Europe, we
also have a nice country and everything is very European and Nordic […] Now
I’m more relaxed [last word said in English in an interview conducted in
Estonian] about that. I’m not that different, I’m okay or something like that”
(INT3, 09/07). The real or imagined voices of the others have created this
negative sign and the voices of the others are important dialogue partners in
dealing with this possibly negative identification.
Rupture
(contacts with Estonians)

Rupture
(contacts with non-Estonians)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am young and ambitious
academician
I am Estonian
I am planning to return to Estonia
I love my country

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am Estonian
I love my country, I am patriotic
I am liberal and open-minded citizen
of Europe

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am Estonian
I am Londoner
I am okay
It doesn’t matter where I come from
in this context

Increases tension
Voices of the others:
Other Estonians:
People who see me as an
apatriotic person
People who see me as a
refugee

Tension:
I am patriotic, but other
Estonians think I’m not
I am planning to return to
Estonia, but other Estonians see
me as a refugee

Voices of the others:
People in England:
People who think that I am
Eastern-European
Voices of the others:
Girlfriend:
Who thinks that I’m
Eastern-European, but I’m
still ok

Tension:
I am not Eastern-European, but others
think that I am
Estonia is not grey and ugly as EastEurope, but others think that it is
I am okay, but my girlfriend may think
that I’m not, because I’m from EastEurope

Reduces tension

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I am Estonian
I am patriotic
I am also liberal and open-minded
citizen of Europe
Tension:
I am patriotic Estonian, but other
Estonians may not see me that way

Claims about one’s being:
I am Estonian
I am Londoner
I am okay
My nationality has little meaning here
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.1.3.4 A. – I am simply a Londoner and Estonian
Nevertheless, the positive Nordic and negative Eastern-European labels
seem not to be the dimensions A. would use to define himself in normal
circumstances, but these gain relevance because the others pay attention to them:
“Perhaps one change that has occurred lately is that it is not anymore important
where I come from [incomprehensible] or well, probably I am Estonian, that is
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more important than being Nordic”; “I think, simply this self identity has become
more diffused. I think or at least at the moment I don’t feel that I need to clarify or
think about myself as Nordic. I am simply a Londoner or Estonian, that for sure.
This Estonian thing is still important and I am absolutely proud to be Estonian.
But the Nordic and Scandinavian identity doesn’t really matter” (INT3, 09/07).
Thinking of oneself as an Estonian is important, especially as A. is planning to
return to his homeland one day. This sign helps to connect the past through the
present with the future. However, the other categories do not play an important
part in his self-definition; he does not think about being Eastern-European or
Nordic in his daily functioning, where everyday experiences bring other questions
to the surface of his awareness.
8.1.4 Summary
A.’s case reveals the importance of life-goal orientations as highly generalized
metasigns in a person’s everyday functioning. As the study period seems to be a
relatively stable period in A.’s life without any serious negative ruptures, it does
not reveal any urgent problems that need to be resolved. Rather it shows how the
person is trying to make sense of his life here and now in relation to the
unpredictable, but anticipated and imagined future in the flow of dialogues with
oneself and with others. While the life-goals that are themselves constantly
constructed and re-constructed metasigns become modified due to one’s everyday
experiences (e.g. finding a girlfriend), they still function as guiding principles that
allow people to interpret their reactions to daily experiences in a coherent and
meaningful manner.
A.’s case also reveals the importance of others’ voices in the creation of
certain self-definitions and identities. A. repeatedly claims that the issue of being
Eastern-European (or Nordic) has no particular meaning for him and that he does
not think about himself in those categories. However, he has to deal with this
question due to others’ pressure. This demonstrates that constructing identities
takes place within the boundaries of a socio-cultural context in dialogue with
others. People cannot just be whoever they want to be, but need to negotiate their
ways of relating to the world.
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8.2 The case of E.
8.2.1 Background
E. is 19 years old at the beginning of the current study. She comes from the capital
city of Estonia, where she has lived for her entire life. E.’s parents are divorced
and she does not have a very close relationship with her parents. Despite her
young age, she used to live alone after her parents’ divorce. E. sees this period of
high school, when she used to study and have part-time jobs, and was almost
economically independent, as a good preparation for her upcoming life in
England.
E. used to attend an ordinary school, but changed to one of the most
prestigious schools in Tallinn at the beginning of high school. She remembers this
change as somewhat difficult, yet stimulating, because the level of teaching was
higher and her new friends were very motivated and success-oriented. She
graduated from high school with the silver medal, the second-highest graduation
grade in Estonia. Despite the strong emphasis on precise sciences, E. decides to
study arts at university.
E. starts her studies without any financial support and therefore needs
to find a part-time job to earn a living while studying. She arrives in London in
August 2006, a month before the school-year starts, to work and save some
money.
8.2.2 Timeline analysis
The analysis reveals four main themes with related sub-themes in E.’s case that
are re-occurring throughout the study period (see Table 8.2.2):
1. I want to have a stimulating life:
•

Life in Estonia is boring

•

Life in London is stimulating

•

I want a stimulating, but less stressful life

2. I need stimulation, but also security:
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•

Financial difficulties

•

Stress and insecurity related to work

•

New and stable life in England

3. I am in London, but my heart is in Estonia:
•

Friends in Estonia

•

Boyfriend in Estonia

•

Dear people in Estonia vs. stimulating life in London

•

New friends in England

4. I am not Polish, I am Estonian
All these themes occur throughout the entire study period. However,
the topics which refer to E.’s previous life in Estonia occur more strongly in the
first half of the study period, whereas the topics related to new friends and a new
stable life in London are obviously more related to the second half of the study.
The repeated occurrence of the issue of ethnicity may be related to the initial
focus of the current study. However, the focus on being Eastern-European or
being Polish was not prompted by the intervention.
E.’s answers to the sentence completion exercise allow one to follow
the fluctuations in her feelings (see Appendix E, Table E2). The initial excitement
is replaced by the feelings of loneliness following her trip to Estonia in December,
while the answers from the second half of the study indicate a relatively stable
period when she feels more confident and secure. The answers to this exercise are
also informative in relation to the topic of ethnicity. Her answers about Estonia
and Estonians are very similar and consistent throughout the study period,
indicating that her feelings and ideas in this area are relatively clear and not
shaken by her new life-experiences. This adds support to the idea that the need to
define herself in terms of ethnicity is something that is imposed on her from the
outside, instead of arising from E.’s inner struggles.
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Table 8.2.2 E. – Timeline analysis

8.2.3 Thematic analysis
8.2.3.1 I want to live a stimulating life
Graduation from high school can be seen as a multi-furcation point in E.’s life,
where she has to decide which direction to take. In making this decision E. seems
to use metasigns (“Challenges motivate me”, “I always need something
stimulating and new”) that function as an abstract life-goal orientation towards
which she is striving. This life-goal orientation seems to guide her decision to go
to study in London (see Figure 8.2.3.1). When trying to makes sense of this
choice, E. creates a contrast between her previous life in Estonia and her new life
in London: “I’m telling you, I have always felt out of place in Estonia” (INT1,
09/06); “There is nothing pushing me towards Estonia. Tiny. Everybody knows
everybody. What I don’t like about Estonia, Tallinn, is that there is nowhere to go.
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Nothing new to see” (INT1, 09/06); “Estonia is too small to spend one’s entire life
there” (QUEST, 10/06). The life in Estonia is portrayed as boring and stagnant,
whereas life in London seems initially overwhelmingly positive and inspiring:
“The hill of experiences, perhaps? I… Now it is all so ordinary, but then... For
example, when the metro pulled into the station, my stomach was turning. It was
something new for me. Wow everything is so interesting!. Yes. Like a child. Twostoried buses…” (INT3, 09/07). The positive image of London that E. semiotically
constructs makes her choice seem reasonable and correct.

Rupture
(graduation from high-school)

Rupture
(experiences in London)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I like challenges
I I want to live a stimulating
life
Life in Estonia is stagnant and
boring

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I like challenges
I want to live stimulating life
My life in London is interesting and
stimulating
I like living in London

Tension:
I want to live stimulating life, but
cannot do it in Estonia
Tension
becomes
controlled

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I like challenges
I want to live stimulating life
I also need security
I don’t like too much stress
I am ready to try something new

Tension:
I want to live stimulating life in London,
but I am lonely here
I want to live stimulating life in London,
but it is stressful
I like to live in London, but my life is not
easy and secure here

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I like challenges
I want to live stimulating life
University years provide a good time
to try something different and new

Action in specific
activity settings
becomes regulated
by constructed
signs:
I will go to study in
London

Claims about one’s being:
I like challenges
I like stimulating life
I also need security
I don’t like too much stress
I have seen the capital of the world, now I’m ready for
something less stressful
Tension:
I like the stimulating life in London, but life here is too
stressful

Figure 8.2.3.1 E. – I want to live a stimulating life
However, soon new experiences start to add new dimensions to this
initial black-and-white contrast. The initial lack of close friends makes London an
interesting, but lonely place. And there are other experiences that influence the
140

8. Case analysis

initial fascination about London: “Initially the scenery was unusual for me, I liked
it. Now it starts to get on my nerves. […] I am getting tired”; “Sometimes London
makes me angry already. Please move! I’m in a hurry! Or something like that. I’m
getting tired of this city. Being always in a hurry and there is always something
wrong somewhere, the trains don’t run or something” (INT2, 04/07). The initial
excitement starts to fade into the background in the light of new everyday
experiences, and the initial contrast between exciting London and boring Estonia
becomes less relevant in making sense of one’s being in London as still
stimulating. As the new friendships in London develop it also becomes less
lonely. However, it starts to become annoying: “[If before it was interesting],
exactly, then now it is annoying. Annoying. Now I sometimes think [...] right, I
have seen how the capital of the world looks like, I have seen it all, now I could
move to a small university town to study. It would be nice” (INT3, 09/07). The
life-goal orientation towards an interesting life is still guiding E.’s life. However,
it seems that her experiences are making her appreciate also a somewhat calmer
and less stressful life: “Well, if you have everything under control, if everything is
organized, then it’s nice and interesting to live in London. But me, I’m always
running around and then it’s a bit too much” (INT3, 09/07). The orientation
towards an interesting life is still offering E. a sense of continuity and coherence
from the past through present into the future. She has changed her idea about
London, but her goals in life are the same. Hence, it allows her to make sense of
herself and of the life she is living in the midst of all the new and unique everyday
experiences.
8.2.3.2 I need stimulation, but also security
While the life in London is interesting and stimulating, it is also tiresome and
stressful. E. has to work in order to be able to live and study in London and that
causes a lot of pressure (see Figure 8.2.3.2): “The work interferes with school and
school interferes with work […], but I can manage, because luckily, the manager
helps me out and makes me a suitable duty rota. But when you work and study
simultaneously, then you have to steal some extra time somewhere, and usually it
comes from sleeping time. I still find time to relax, when I have a free night I go
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out with friends. I usually manage to make ends meet” (QUEST, 11/06). She
changes jobs and she changes accommodation in search for something less
tiresome and more affordable. She struggles to find a balance between work,
studies and social life. On the one hand, her wish to live a stimulating life pushes
her to spend money on social life. On the other hand, she feels guilty of not
studying enough, but only working and socializing: “Then you have more time,
but you cannot enjoy yourself, because you don’t have enough money. You have to
always manically calculate, thinking whether I can afford to go to the theatre or
out with friends. […] I think it’s better to work more and feel a bit freer” (INT2,
04/07). All this causes tension, stress and insecurity: “I’d like to feel secure. That I
know exactly my schedule at work and in school. I want to have security, that I
can pay all my bills” (INT1, 09/06); “I’d like to relax: redress, ignore others’
opinion and forget about the worries and tomorrow” (QUEST, 10/06). She deals
with this stress by clinging to her life-goal orientations of having a stimulating
life, and sees the difficulties as a challenge that she has to face in order to achieve
her goals. When E. finally finds a job in a bar where she fits into the company of
the staff and where the managers are flexible enough to allow her to plan her work
and studies properly, she feels more calm and relaxed. The following summer
period, when she can concentrate on the work and earn enough money to live
easily, is enjoyable, and she is positive when looking into the future: “I have my
life here that I am happy with. Things have fallen into place... I live in a nice
neighbourhood; have normal job, superb co-workers, stable income, and friends
here and there” (INT3, 09/07). The tension related to the unpredictability of the
future is not completely resolved and the insecurity related to finances comes back
every now and then: “At some point I was again worried that I’ll not manage to
work that much, because the second year will be tougher than the first one. How
will I manage money-wise? That I wouldn’t spend too much again. Because
sometimes I really feel that I can’t do it anymore” (INT3, 09/07). However, E.’s
first year experiences confirm her previous self-understandings: e.g. “I am
strong”, “I don’t give up easily”, “Challenges motivate me”. Her selfunderstanding, that she is strong enough to handle the difficulties, also becomes
confirmed by others: “Actually I had an interesting conversation last week. […]
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He said that this innocent girl in me has disappeared. That now I am… he said
there is something in me and that innocent girl has disappeared, and I am more, I
stick up for myself” (INT3, 09/07). These generalized metasigns that are
constructed and confirmed based on different life experiences help E. to deal with
the possible future insecurities and difficulties: “My life is lately more and more
secure. I know who I am, what and how I am doing” (QUEST, 06/07); “Life is
good. Life is a flower” (INT3, 09/07).
Rupture
(experiences in London)

Rupture
(finds a suitable job)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I like stimulating life
My life in London is
stimulating

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I like challenges
I want to live stimulating life
It is difficult to live in London, but I
can handle this

Tension:
I like to have interesting life, but I
need to work in order to be able
to afford that
I am working and socializing
extensively, but I came here to
study

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I want to live stimulating life
I am stronger now
I am not afraid of challenges
Things have fallen into their place
My life is okay now

Tension:
I want to live stimulating life in
London, but it is difficult to
coordinate studies, work and
social life

Voices of the others:
A friend:
Who thinks I am less
naive now and can
stick up for myself

Reduces tension
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I want to live stimulating life
It is better to work more and enjoy
myself
I like challenges and I can handle this
Tension:
I can handle this now, but sometimes I
can’t take it anymore
I can handle this now, but what
happens when school becomes
tougher

Action in specific
activity settings
becomes regulated
by constructed signs:
I can change
accommodation and
jobs to find something
more suitable

Claims about one’s being:
I like challenges
I like stimulating life
My new job is very nice
I have many nice friends here
I live in nice area
Tension:
My life is fine now, but what happens when the school
starts again
My life is fine now, but what happens if the second year
is much tougher in school

Figure 8.2.3.2 E. – I need stimulation, but also security
8.2.3.3 I am in London, but my heart is in Estonia
From the point of view of living an inspiring life, the move to London is a
positive and progressive experience for E. Even if the life in London is stressful, it
is in accordance with her life-goal orientation, and therefore worth continuing.
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However, being in London means that E. has to be away from her friends and
boyfriend in Estonia and that is difficult (see Figure 8.2.3.3): “Sometimes I feel
incomplete. And I want to feel complete here, find someone; be tied to someone
somehow. Feel that somebody cares for me and looks after me” (INT1, 09/06).
Hence, London is inspiring, but she is alone there. While she manages to repress
these tensions in her everyday functioning in London, her first trip back to Estonia
creates a rupture and brings all those contrasting emotions to the surface of her
awareness: “Already on the first day I wanted to return to London that I’ve got so
much used to. I felt awkward all the time. But at the same time it was so nice to
see friends and relatives. Now I have a dilemma: I like this metropolitan life and
freedom hugely, not to mention my studies, but my loved one is in Estonia. I’ve
thought a lot how to change this situation. Haven’t reached a decision yet”
(QUEST, 12/06); “When I went, I was torn, I didn’t know where I wanted to be,
who I was” (INT3, 09/07). It seems that E. is struggling to combine two different
life-goal orientations (i.e. to have a stimulating life or to be loved). Both have a
strong positive appeal to E. and she is not able to decide which one to use as a
guiding principle in her life: “I was crying there in Estonia, I want to go home.
But then everybody asked, to what home do you want to go. And I didn’t know. It
was painful to see the loved-ones, and I wanted to return. […] Everybody cared
for me and it hurt so much that I wanted to get away. That moment I thought
again, that I should come back [...] back to Estonia. […] doesn’t matter, I don’t
like the life in Estonia, but these people are so important for me and I want to be
with them” (INT3, 09/07).
In regulating these fluctuating thoughts and feelings E. uses her new
experiences in England. Her new friendships make her feel that the life in London
may not be that lonely after all: “When I returned I was calm. I left the emotions
behind, to Estonia. I thought, okay I’m here, shall I stay or shall I go back. And on
the 25th I had a lunch with friends and I came back and thought, what do I want to
do. Am I… Do I want to finish the university or do I want to return there, to
Estonia… I knew that at some point I would feel again the need to leave Estonia.
Then I thought, okay let’s try for couple of more weeks. If it doesn’t get better,
then I’ll go back. But then somehow everything, the job, I met David and
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everything went up-hill again” (INT3, 09/07). E. semiotically reconfigures this
painful situation by setting a deadline (i.e. “try for couple of more weeks”), which
enables her to control the inner tension and move further.

Rupture
(move to London)

Rupture
(trip to Estonia)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I want to live a stimulating life
I cannot do that in Estonia
My life in London is
interesting and stimulating

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I want to live a stimulating life
It is difficult to live in London, far
from my loved-ones, but I can
handle this

Tension:
I have enough stimulation in
London, but I am alone here
I am in London, but my heart is in
Estonia

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I want to live a stimulating life in London
I have new friends here
My life here is not that bad and lonely
I am free to decide differently and change
my mind in the future

Tension:
I want to live a stimulating life in London, but these
people are so important to me
I’d like to stay in London, but perhaps I should go back
to Estonia

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I want to live a stimulating life
It was the right moment to try
something different in my life
I am strong and I can manage living
alone in London far from my loved-ones
Tension:
I like to live in London, but I am alone
here

Claims about one’s being:
I will try other couple of weeks and then I can go back
to Estonia
If my friends were here I would not meet other people
and my life would not be that interesting
It was the right decision to choose interesting life over
close relations at this stage of my life
I can choose differently in the future
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.2.3.3 E. – I am in London, but my heart is in Estonia
As the time passes new relationships make E. feel less lonely in
London. While the friends at home are still highly important, she starts to
reconsider these relationships in the light of her new experiences: “Friends there
are still so important. I would have liked to pack them and take them with me. I
think, if they were here, everything would be perfect. Perfect… but then I’d know
that I’d stay only with them and wouldn’t meet anybody else” (INT2, 04/07). She
still misses her friends from home, but regulates this inner tension by referring to
the negative possible outcome of not making new friends in London (i.e. not
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having an interesting life).
The same kind of dynamics of feeling lost and lonely in London and
repressing these tensions by new life-experiences and general life-goal
orientations is also evident in E.’s relationship with her boyfriend: “When couple
of weeks passes then I feel more secure again. I know I’ve got used to being alone
again and then I am, as he says, bulletproof” (INT1, 09/06). Over time her
relationship with her boyfriend starts to change and she is prepared to accept it: “I
don’t know, if it goes like that, let it be. I don’t want to return and he cannot come
here. Inevitably I’m here, well I don’t know what I’ll do after graduation […]
inevitably we move on with our lives sooner or later, it cannot go on like this”
(INT2, 04/07). In dealing with this change, E. is once again referring to her wish
to have a stimulating and successful life: “Simply in the stage of my life, when I
had just graduated from high school […] then I thought it will not last anyway
and later I will regret to have lost such an opportunity, the university will not
disappear […] in this respect at that stage of my life it was the right decision”
(INT2, 04/07). However, if that metasign helps her to make sense of her previous
decisions, she still seems to be fluctuating between this life-goal orientation and
the one related to close relationships when it comes to possible future choices: “I
wouldn’t do it again. If in three years time I face a decision whether to go to study
somewhere and leave somebody […] I wouldn’t do it again. It hurts too-too-too
much [pause]. But we’ll see. If I’d had something really important, I’d be
prepared to go back to Estonia if it really works so well, then I can go back”
(INT2, 04/07). It seems that E. is trying to find a balance between those two lifegoal orientations and combine them in a meaningful way. She has made peace
with her choices in the past and is looking into the future. It seems that she is
trying to construct a new metasign where her newly created ideas about herself as
a self-focused person, the wish to live an interesting life, but to be loved at the
same time, are all combined.
8.2.3.4 I am not Polish, I am Estonian
The new life experiences in London seem to bring the topic of ethnicity into E.’s
awareness. Her experiences from home prepare her for reacting in the situations
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when she is considered to be Russian: “Quite many say, aaa, you are Estonian, so
you are Russian. Then I get a bit upset. Not that I have anything against Russians,
but you just don’t put these two together like that. Estonians and Russians
together, oh you all speak Russian, they don’t know and then they say like this”
(INT1, 09/06). However, E.’s experiences in London make her aware of another
ethnic group from whom she needs to differentiate herself (see Figure 8.2.3.4):
“They have not such a bad opinion about Estonians, when I work then they ask,
“You are Polish, right?”. Then I say, “No I’m not Polish, I’m Estonian”. Then
they are slightly smiling, “Oh at least you are not Polish”. They are so tired of
Polish who come here to work” (INT2, 04/07). She sympathizes with Polish
workers and feels that they don’t deserve to be treated with hostility. However,
she still finds it necessary to make sure that people know she is not from Poland,
but from Estonia: “I’m proud to be Estonian. In the sense that Estonians are
decent and honest people, well not all of them, but most of them are nice” (INT3,
09/07).
Another distinction based on ethno-cultural heritage appears in her
mind due to her new experiences: “Well, Eastern-European comes from them
saying like that. I, of course, consider myself more Nordic than EasternEuropean. But for them, they say from the east, so I’ve got used to it […] I think I
rather consider myself to be European. Now it has become more precise, that
from the east, blonde and with an accent” (INT1, 09/06). It seems that before
moving to London E. did not have a concept of herself as Eastern-European, but
her experiences and the external pressure make her think about herself in those
terms. However, soon she starts to resist this pressure from the others: “I don’t
know they always start to talk about geography. I don’t know. It’s tiresome.
Sometimes I think, can’t we talk about something else, weather for example […] I
don’t like this topic. To talk and explain how is life in Estonia. Sometimes people
ask, what kind of life do you have there in Estonia. Normal life! I can’t point to
any differences between here and there. It’s just that there are so few of us and
Estonia is so tiny” (INT2, 04/07). It seems that the issue of ethnicity is not
important for E. She does not seem to think about that in her everyday
functioning; it is not something that she constantly uses to define herself. In other
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circumstances, E.’s random experiences of being considered Eastern-European or
Polish would fade into the background. However, being constantly faced with a
need to define herself in relation to those categories, she finds this pressure
uncomfortable, annoying and disturbing for her everyday functioning.
Rupture
(contacts with people in Tension
England)

Rupture
(contacts with people in England)

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension

Tension

Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am Estonian
I am not Russian
I am Nordic
I am European

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am Estonian
I work in a bar, but I am not Polish
I am hard-working and decent
I am Eastern-European

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am just another person working and
studying in London
My nationality is not important in that
context

Increases tension
Voices of the others:
People in England:
Who think that I’m Polish
and Eastern-European
Who are very tired of
Polish workers

Tension:
I am Estonian, but people think I am
Polish
I am Nordic and European, but
people think I am Eastern-European

Voices of the others:
People in England:
Who constantly ask
about life in Estonia

Tension:
I am just a person working and studying
in London, but people want me to talk
about Estonia all the time

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I am not Polish, I am Estonian
Estonians are decent and honest
People are not tired of Estonians
As Estonian I am also EasternEuropean
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being:
I am Estonian, but don’t want to talk about
Estonia all the time
I am just a person working and studying in
London, my nationality is not relevant in that
context
Tension:
I don’t want to constantly talk about Estonia,
but people push me to do that

Figure 8.2.3.4 E. – I am not Polish, I am Estonian
8.2.4 Summary
E.’s case points to the need to consider the concept of rupture in its different
forms. The move to England is perceived as a sudden, but positive rupture in E.’s
life. It is something she is looking forward to. A strong negative rupture is evident
in the case of close relationships, where being away, together and then away again
from loved-ones, creates emotional turmoil. Otherwise, the move to England
brings along many new life-experiences due to which E. starts to reconsider her
being within and in relation to the surrounding world, but it is a relatively gradual
and steady process of finding again a functional relationship with the world.
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E.’s case is interesting also for examining the effect that others’
pressure can have on a person’s self-definition. The question of ethnicity seems
not to be an important feature in E.’s self-concept. However, in the new context,
she finds herself being pushed to considering herself in new ways (e.g. being
Eastern-European or being Polish). While E. seems to resist those external
pressures, her case shows that potentially the demands from others can have an
escalating effect in forcing people to think about themselves in certain ways and
claiming identities that they would not otherwise have claimed.

8.3 The case of H.
8.3.1 Background
At the outset of the current study, H. is 23 years old. She was born in a small town
in Estonia, but has lived most of her life in Tallinn. This is where she went to
high-school and started her university studies. She lives alone with her mother and
has never lived away from home. At the beginning of the study H. is starting the
final year of her Master’s programme in the field of social sciences. She moves to
the UK, to one of the cities in the Midlands to start her half-year exchange student
life in August 2006. She had never been to the UK prior to her arrival.
8.3.2 Timeline analysis
The analysis reveals five main themes with related sub-themes in H.’s case that
are re-occurring throughout the study period (see Table 8.3.2). These themes are:
1. From fake to real life and back:
•

My real life is in Estonia, England is fake and temporary

•

There are more opportunities in England

•

My real life was in England, life in Estonia is fake

•

New life in old context – re-adaptation to Estonia

2. I was a better person in England
3. Where are my true friends?
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•

Positive feelings about Estonian friends

•

Positive feelings about friends from England

•

I have good friends here and there

4. He makes me happy, so I want to try
5. What should I do in the future?
The themes that occur during the study period are related to H.’s initial
adaptation to the life in England, but most importantly to her later re-adjustment
to the Estonian context. H.’s initial reactions to the return to Estonia are very
strong and negative. The transition period after this rupture is characterized by
active self-search efforts and fluctuating emotions between depression, apathy and
hope. The fluctuations in H.’s feelings during that period are evident from the
answers to the sentence completion exercise (see Appendix E, Table E3).
However, timeline analysis shows that when H. finally finds some balance inside
herself and in relation to the new/old socio-cultural context, other themes become
important in her life, especially questions about the future. As these become
resolved in June, by her finding out that she can start the voluntary work in
Sweden starting from August, this theme fades again into the background.
The sentence completion exercise reveals how H.’s opinions about
Estonia and Estonians fluctuate in relation to her life events (see Appendix E,
Table E3). While England becomes and remains for her an idealized place where
she could live her life the way she wanted, the feelings towards her homeland and
compatriots change over time. On the one hand, the answers to the sentence
completion exercise reveal the dynamics from nostalgic and positive views of
Estonia and Estonians in England, through negative attitudes towards home, to the
final stabilization in those evaluations. On the other hand, H.’s answers are never
purely positive or negative, but mixed, possibly referring to a situation where
meanings are in chaos and where the person is actively trying to make sense of her
experiences.
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Table 8.3.2 H. – Timeline analysis

8.3.3 Thematic analysis
8.3.3.1 From fake to real life and back
Moving to England as an exchange student is an important rupture in H.’s life that
creates a divide between life as it used to be and life as it will be. While she
enjoys being in England – socializing, partying, doing sports, studying – she also
experiences home-sickness during her first months abroad. H.’s inner tensions in
relation to these new experiences become externalized in her talk about ‘real’ and
‘fake’ life (see Figure 8.3.3.1): “I think it [Estonian evening she organized] was
important because probably for the first time I felt really good and homelike here.
[…] As if I was together with my real fiends, not just new and strange people”
(QUEST, 10/06). She refers to Estonia and the life there as the ‘real thing’, while
being in England is initially a temporary and ‘fake’ period: “I don’t feel terribly
homesick anymore. It seems that I got used to the idea of being here. […] In some
moments I felt that everything here was fake because at some point I had to return
to my real life. But now I rather think that this is the life I have designed and I can
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continue it also later. It is the life I want to live and I enjoy fully. And it is true
that I couldn’t live this life in Estonia, but I have all the possibilities to do it here”
(QUEST, 10/06); “The life here in England has become the ‘real life’ during the
last month. It is not anymore simply a temporary phase” (QUEST, 11/06). Hence,
the situation has turned. The opportunities that H. finds in England in terms of
studying, but also in relation to extra-curricular activities, and the relations she
builds make that life interesting and satisfying: “In Estonia you have no
opportunities, no choices. Rather you can do the things that are offered, not to
choose yourself” (QUEST, 11/06). The life in England becomes the ‘real life’ that
is desirable, but probably not possible in Estonia. New generalized metasigns
become created: “This is the way I want to live” and “I can live in this way in
England”. These metasigns are interconnected and have a highly positive value
for H.
H.’s feelings and thoughts in relation to her homeland fluctuate during
this initial period when ‘the fake and temporary life’ is turned into the ‘real thing’.
On the one hand, she experiences increased affinity with the homeland: “I feel
that I value my small country much more and I want my friends to know where I
come from. I’ve started to appreciate my heritage much more and through that
learned a lot about my origins. […] My togetherness with my homeland is much
stronger than before” (QUEST, 12/06). The gaze of the other feeds into H.’s
sense of being from Estonia. The questions about her origins that were not
relevant before suddenly become important. On the other hand, she says: “I do
appreciate Estonia more, but still I don’t want to live there ☺” (QUEST, 11/06).
Her feelings are ambiguous. She is away from home, among people who are
ignorant about her homeland, so she needs to explain and sometimes also justify
her Estonian heritage. This feeds into creating a somewhat idealized view of the
homeland. At the same time, the perceived impossibility to continue living the
‘real life’ makes the return to Estonia undesirable. Furthermore, H.’s answers
show a tendency to idealize the place that is further away; when she is in England,
she emphasizes her newly-found strong affinity with homeland, when she is in
Estonia, she is longing for England: “Now when I was at home during Christmas,
I had to go out in Helsinki, in the airport, it was snowing and it was so cold, my
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toes were freezing. And the moment I got back here [to England] it was so nice
and warm again, so the temperature here is good for me” (INT2, 01/07). She is
in-between – not anymore fully in Estonia and at the same time almost leaving
England, and this creates tension: “I don’t want to go back [laughing]. And it is
difficult to explain to the people at home, my friends are waiting for me and my
mother is so happy, keeps telling me what we will do when I’m back… And I just
think, I really don’t want to go. I feel absolutely no need or desire to go back”
(INT2, 01/07).
The return to Estonia is a serious and negative rupture in H’s way of
being: “The first days at home were even more difficult. Home seemed to be a
completely unfamiliar place, I didn’t have any desire to meet anybody or to see
my Estonian friends. Instead, I felt that I was in a strange place among strangers
who were not able to understand me or my feelings” (QUEST, 01/07); “Returning,
so to say, home, to Estonia, I felt as a stranger here. I didn’t know where things
were in my home, I couldn’t sleep at night, because I missed my friends from
England. I even missed my bed in England” (QUEST, 01/07). The first month at
home is a period of adaptation accompanied by feelings of apathy, frustration and
sadness: “During the last month I’ve been trying to adapt to my life here, cope
with being in Estonia. Somehow I still feel that this isn’t my life or that I’m not
able to live it anymore the way I used to (before leaving). I still feel that I moved
on with my life while living in England. And coming back and staying here is like
a step back in my life. A very difficult step. […] I feel emotionless here, nothing is
important enough. There is nothing I’m looking forward to or wish to do. […] I
feel that I’ve changed so much and I don’t want to go back where I started. […]
Sometimes I even feel as if I have returned to hell. I don’t feel as if I’m at home. I
miss the people and the things we used to do, and the life we used to live. And I
feel helpless here. Sometimes it’s easier. But I’ve understood that there is nothing
keeping me here. And after graduation I’d like to go and live somewhere else”
(QUEST, 02/07).
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Rupture
(arrival to England)

Rupture
(home for good)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I want to see the world
I like to experience new
things

Tension:
I like to experience this new
life, but I miss home
I like this new way of living,
but I cannot continue it in
Estonia

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
This is the way I want to
live

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
This is the way I want to live
I can live this way everywhere

Tension:
I want to be in England, but I cannot be
I am in Estonia, but I don’t belong here
I try to share my experiences with people here, but they
don’t understand me
I want to study and do things, but there are no
opportunities in Estonia
I should feel like at home, but I feel as if I am in hell
I moved on in my life in England, but cannot move on
anymore in Estonia

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
unsuccessful
Claims about one’s being:
This is the way I want to live my
life
This is not just a fake and
temporary period, but my real life
Tension:
This life will end soon, because I
have to return

Tension remains
unresolved

successful
Claims about one’s being:
My work gives me a chance to continue my
real life
I have good friends in Estonia and elsewhere
I go away again when I have graduated
I take things seriously and that’s why the
return to home was so difficult
My life in Estonia is not that bad in the end
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.3.3.1 H. – From fake to real life and back
H. goes through the same struggles as when she first moved to
England, only this time the tension is stronger. Her newly created sense of identity
(“This is the kind of life I want to live”) to which she is devoted to is tied to the
English context (“I can live this way only in England”) and therefore does not fit
into the changed socio-cultural context. The connection between those two
generalized metasigns is too strong and it takes time and efforts to break that link.
The tension is carried forward unresolved and that keeps H. from moving on to a
new, transformed state of being. This struggle feeds into H.’s negative feelings
towards the Estonian collective culture: while in December 2006 Estonia was “a
rapidly developing and changing country, my home”, then in February 2007 it is
”a cold, grey, socially repressed country” (see Appendix E). In the midst of this
continuing tension, H. clings to the aspects in her life that are still compatible with
her newly-created self-understandings. She claims to feel fine when working on
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her Master’s Thesis or when talking to her friends from England. These are the
moments when she can still live her life the way she wants despite a different
context. H. seems to go through an ‘all-or-nothing’ stage in getting into the way of
new collective culture again; she wants to hold on to her new self-understandings
and apply them to the new life situation unmodified.
H.’s inner turmoil starts to finally cool down in March/April: “In
general I feel much better now. I feel the happiest for the fact that I feel like doing
things again, meeting my friends and being with them. […] There are still days
that are difficult, but in general it is better”; “I suppose I’ve more or less got used
to the life at home again and I see again positive things around me. I’m also
trying to live my life the way I learned to do that in another environment. I value
myself more and also people who take me the way I am. […] There are so many
things I want to do in my life. To feel good, especially when I am just on my own”
(QUEST, 03/07). H. starts to transform the metasign complex. Her studies seem to
offer her an opportunity to live according to her new identity. She starts to go out
with her friends again, being content “that I have so nice people in my life, both in
Estonia and elsewhere in the world” (QUEST, 03/07). The emergence of H.’s
thoughts about a future career in that period also signifies the move out from the
tension-filled present state into a new being in the future (see Table 8.3.2).
Looking back to her experiences many months later she says: “It was truly
difficult. But of course, I’m also this kind of person who takes things very
seriously. I suppose someone else would not have experienced it in this way”
(INT3, 08/07). Creating a semiotic regulator (“I am a person, who takes things
seriously”) allows seeing the turmoil of the past being related in a meaningful way
to the person who she is now. It allows creating a sense of sameness and
continuity beyond a serious rupture that initially made one’s desired life
impossible. Together with a transformed metasign complex (“This is the way I
want to live my life”, “I can live my life this way also in Estonia”), it creates a
basis for H. to move on to the next moment as a coherent and unified person.
8.3.3.2 I was a better person in England
The rupture in H.’s everyday experiences that is brought along by the movement
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to a new socio-cultural context makes her rethink not only her ideas about her life
(i.e. How should my life be?), but it creates also a need to think about oneself in
relation to this new life (i.e. What kind of person should I be?). H. feels that she is
living a different life and in that life she is a different person (see Figure 8.3.3.2):
“I feel that in Estonia I’m very different kind of person and live very different kind
of life. And it’s very difficult to combine the two of them – in Estonia nobody
knows what I’ve experienced, what I’ve done, how I’ve lived. […] There I’m still
the person who I was before leaving. Here, instead, I am who I want to be.
Probably it’s difficult to understand, but I mean that coming here, I had a choice
what to do, where to go, with whom to be, how to live. The choices are much more
restricted in Estonia” (QUEST, 12/06). Importantly, the new kind of being has a
positive connotation: “I feel that I’m a bit better person here compared to who I
was in Estonia” (QUEST, 12/06); “It is not about my personality, but rather it is
what I do here, that makes me feel that I am a better person here” (INT2, 01/07);
“I think being there made me much better and more integrated person. For
example it changed my values quite a bit” (QUEST, 02/07). The new way of
being is about the activities, the people, the independence, but also about new
values (e.g. to eat healthy food, not to drink alcohol, to respect nature). Hence, the
metasign complex “This is the way I want to live” and “This is the place I want to
live” has another component: “This is the person who I want to be”.
Expectedly, the return to Estonia creates a serious rupture in this
newly-found status quo in H.’s self-understandings. She struggles to make this
new identity functional also in a new time and space context. She feels that the
context constrains her: “When you go to live in a new place, then you are kind of a
blank page, there you can develop and be exactly the way you want to be. You can
create a picture of yourself and you like that new picture. And then you go back
and you have to be who you were before. And it’s so difficult to stay who you have
become, because all the people are different and they see you the way you used to
be. Perhaps, I don’t know, it’s difficult to explain, but this is the way I felt. I
moved on and then I had to move back to be able to be here […] It’s not that I
moved back. Perhaps initially I felt that way. But now I think it’s like a stable line,
but I haven’t moved forward” (INT3, 08/07). H. experiences the need to adapt to a
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new collective culture in a similar manner as when moving to England. In the past
she needed to change her meaning space in order to fit in, and faces the same
challenge once again. However, the re-adaptation is more tension-laden, because
the newly created identity has a very positive connotation and it is difficult to let
go of it or even modify it. It functions as a highly abstract vision of oneself and
one’s life that guides the movement from the present to the future.
Rupture
(arrival to England)

Rupture
(home for good)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I want to see the world
I am open to new experiences
I am active
I am ambitious
I am reserved

Voices of the others:
Friends in England:
People who have a
very different cultural
background
People who think like
me
People who have
experienced the same
things as me

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am a better person in England
I am independent
I live a healthy life-style
I have friends who are a lot like me
I enjoy studying
I like my field of studies

Tension:
This is the way I am,
but will it fit with the
new context

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
This is the person I
want to be
I can be that person
everywhere

Tension:
I want to be in England, but I cannot be
This is the way I want to live, but I can do it only in England
This is the person I want to be, but I can be like that only in
England
I was a better person in England, but I cannot be that person
in Estonia
I moved on in England, but I have to return to my old being
Other people see me as I used to be, but I am different now

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
unsuccessful
Claims about one’s being:
This is the way I like to live my
life
This is the kind of person I am
Tension:
This is the way I like to live, but
can I do it in Estonia?

Tension remains
unresolved

successful
Claims about one’s being:
This is the person I want to be
I can be like that also in Estonia
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.3.3.2 H. – I was a better person in England
Hence, the re-adjustment to an Estonian context requires breaking
down the existing metasign complex and redefining the interrelationships between
metasigns to make the complex functional again. The link between the signs “This
is the person who I want to be” and “England is the place I want to be” becomes
redefined and weakened in the light of new life experiences (e.g. “I can be a better
person also elsewhere”). H. says: “I feel that I respect myself more. It is difficult to
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explain, but I don’t feel anymore this feeling of obligation in relation to others
and I think it’s been important for me. Before going to England I was afraid of all
the things that could happen or go wrong if I don’t do something. […] Now I’m
more courageous not to play the role others impose on me, but to be myself.
Before leaving I was always searching for love, to have someone to be with. Now
it’s not the most important thing for me. I want to do so many other things in my
life and feel good about it. Especially feel good also when I’m on my own. […] I
feel like a better person and I hope these values will not disappear” (QUEST,
03/07). The transformation of the metasign complex enables H. to function
effectively in different contexts; the definition of oneself through the opposition
between places (e.g. “I am this in England, but I cannot be that in Estonia”) looses
its relevance and becomes replaced by a self-definition through activities and
values that one prioritizes (e.g. “I want to be this kind of person irrespective of the
place”): “Pushing forward, I think it was more important to me when I went to
England. Career and school and work. But now it is not like that, I rather feel that
I want to do something and feel happy doing it. It is not anymore that I am
pushing towards something” (INT3, 08/07).
8.3.3.3 Where are my true friends?
The topic of friendship is another important arena where H.’s inner identity
construction struggles after a rupture become evident. Initially H.’s ‘true friends’
are in Estonia. On the one hand, the contacts with Estonian friends help to
regulate the tension that accompanies the adaptation; talking to them is a link to
the known past that creates a sense of stability and security also in the present that
is moving towards the unpredictable future. On the other hand, these contacts also
create tension by making H. home-sick (see Figure 8.3.3.3): “I feel that they
[friends from Estonia] are the closest friends I have. Initially it was more difficult,
because contacts with them made me home-sick. Now it is simply very good to
know that many people are waiting for me to come to Estonia, and have not
forgotten me” (QUEST, 11/06). However, as time goes by, the friends H. finds in
England become more important: “I couldn’t say anymore, as I did in the first
month, that my friends here will never be as close to me as my friends back at
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home. […]Now I think that they are both very good friends, no difference between
my friends here or at home” (QUEST, 11/06). As H.’s image of herself and of her
new way of living becomes ever clearer, so become the relationships with people
with whom she shares those new experiences more and more important.
Rupture
(arrival to England)

Rupture
(home for good)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I want to see the world
My life is in Estonia
My friends are in Estonia

Voices of the others:
New friends in England:
People who think like me
People who have
experienced the same things
as me

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I have good friends both in
England and in Estonia
This is the person I am
This is the life I want to live

Tension:
My true friends are in
Estonia, but I am away
from them

Increases
tension

Tension:
I try to talk to my friends here, but they
don’t understand me
I have changed, but my friends see me as
I was before
I have my values and worldvies, but my
friends here think differently
I have friends who understand me, but I
am away from them

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I have good friends both in Estonia and
elsewhere
These are the people who are part of
my life
These are the people who share
worldviews and aspirations with me
Voices of the others:
Friends from Estonia:
People who have babies and
boyfriends
Voices of the others:
Friends from England and Estonia:
People who have similar values and
worldviews

Reduces tension
Reduces tension

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
unsuccessful
Claims about one’s being:
I have good friends both in
Estonia and in England
This the person I am
This is the life I want to live
Tension:
This is the way I like to live, but
soon I have to return to Estonia

Tension remains
unresolved

successful
Claims about one’s being:
I have some good friends in Estonia and
elsewhere
I share a past , but not worldviews with
some of my Estonian friends
This is the person I want to be
This is the way I want to live
I can be like that also in Estonia
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.3.3.3 H. – Where are my true friends?
The return to Estonia creates a rupture in H.’s transformed way of
being. During the following transition period the place and people related to that
new/old collective culture acquire a negative connotation. She feels that her ‘real
friends’ are the ones who she met in England and ‘old’ Estonian friends are not
able to understand her: “I feel that many of my relationships here are broken and I
have been trying for many years to repair them. I feel that most of the people in
Estonia are spiritually broken, their principles and values are very different [from
mine]” (QUEST, 02/07). The negativity is not related only to specific people, but
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generalized to the overall judgement “Most Estonians are spiritually broken”. At
the same time the friends from England are pictured in a positive light: “I don’t
feel that I need anybody here […] My friends from England are still very
important to me […] It’s so much easier to talk to them, because they are
experiencing the same feelings. […] It’s so easy to talk to them, but so difficult to
open up to people here” (QUEST, 02/07). The same process of regulating inner
tension through dialogue with others appears. However, this time around the
contacts with friends from England help to regulate the tension that stems from
the re-adaptation. Similarly to the first identity construction cycle, these contacts
reduce and create tension simultaneously. By emphasizing the difference between
now and then they create nostalgia about the past, which simultaneously reduces
and increases tension.
As H. settles into the new/old collective culture and finds a way how to
live her new life in that context, her relationships with friends from home and
from abroad stabilize: “At some point I realized that I have very nice and good
friends also here, that everything is okay, nobody is that bad” (INT3, 08/07). She
redefines some of the friendships in Estonia: “My relations with friends from
home are so and so. There are some people with who it is easy to talk and share
my thoughts and ask for advice. At the same time there are others with who I have
often different opinions. I still feel that I expect more from my Estonian friends
than they are willing or able to give” (QUEST, 06/07). Hence, she creates two
groups of friends: friends from England and those Estonian friends with whom it
is easy to talk, and other Estonian friends. The voices of those two groups remain
to be somewhat antagonistic in H.’s inner dialogues. The voices of the friends in
Estonia represent the opposition through which H. defines herself, whereas the
friends from England (and some friends from Estonia) represent a voice that
strengthens H.’s way of being through similarity: “I felt that we think in the same
way, that we have similar goals in life, exactly these girls also felt that they want
to travel and see the world and experience different things and so on. […] Here
my friends are, everybody is already living in co-habitation and are having
children and in this respect have a very different life. I tell them that I’m going to
Sweden and they ask: Why? What is wrong here? You should start to think about
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children and should find yourself somebody and should move in with somebody.
Perhaps this is the reason you feel bad here, that you’re living alone, like, without
a man. So it’s like, different worldviews perhaps. So sometimes it’s difficult. I love
my friends very much and everything, but to meet them and then everybody is with
their boyfriends and talk about baby stuff. So it’s different” (INT3, 08/07). As the
friends from England give positive feedback to H.’s new way of living and new
way of seeing herself, they are seen as positive characters in this dialogical
engagement. While both of these voices are related to different significant periods
in H.’s life (i.e. childhood friends and friends from England), only one of them
has relevance for the future.
8.3.3.4 He makes me happy, so I want to try
Among other important personal experiences, H. finds in England a person who
she falls in love with. However, the desire to build a relationship, to love and be
loved, collides with the reality of her return to home in a couple of months’ time
(see Figure 8.3.3.4): “In this respect, I think, we both had a huge inner conflict at
some point. If and how and what… […] Like, will it work, what will happen if we
both go away […]It is quite difficult, if you know constantly, that I will go home
and even if we will meet again, who knows when” (INT2, 01/07). Others’ opinions
and experiences with long-distance relationships feed into H.’s hesitation: “No, in
Estonia I don’t know anybody who has been like this. I know that the relationships
that people have had in this way, have ended” (INT2, 01/07). Despite the initial
hesitations, they decide to give this relationship a chance and this brings joy and
happiness to H.’s life: “Now I feel very good here [in England]. […] By now the
situation has changed, I don’t want to go back home anymore. Certainly this is
related to my relationship here that is making me very happy and due to which I
have no desire to go anywhere. When I’m next to him I feel very happy, as if I’m
at home” (QUEST, 11/07). But the happiness of being together does not eliminate
the tension about returning to Estonia and being apart. In her attempts to deal with
this inner tension, H. turns to other people’s experiences about long-distance
relationships: “When we went to Nottingham, there was a barman in one of the
cafes, who was originally from Chile. And somehow we started talking and he told
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us that he had a girlfriend from Bulgaria […]. And how they meet every two
months and have been together for many years already and how the girl will soon
come to live in England. And how initially the girl did not speak any English and
the guy taught her. When people tell these kinds of positive things, then it feels
like our situation is very simple. That it is not too bad. [Laughing] We can at least
talk to each other” (INT2, 01/07). Amidst the reality of the return, others’
encouragements and her own experience with the relationship, she tries to find the
inner balance and commits herself to this relationship.
However, the temporary balance H. had created in England becomes
seriously disrupted upon her return to Estonia, when the boyfriend ends their
relationship. This is a sudden and unexpected rupture in H.’s life. She is still
emotionally attached to him, does not understand the reasons for him ending the
relationship, would like to discuss these, but at the same time feels that she cannot
change anything because he has made up his mind: “We continued to
communicate intensively for a month, but then I ended these relations. For me it
was difficult to be, so to say, friends, because I somehow still hoped that things
would work out between us. I tried to be there for him, support him. At the same
time I felt so bad inside. I think I’ve had all the possible feelings towards him in
the last month. […] But whatever I feel or think will not change the situation. […]
I cannot do anything. In some moments I even think that it is better this way.
Rationally. But I feel it’s very difficult. […] I miss him a lot and wish I could
change something. The only thing that keeps me going is the fact that it is better
for him this way. That he wanted it to be this way. But it’s very difficult” (QUEST,
02/07). The tension related to the break-up also has an impact on H.’s readaptation to the life in Estonia: “Now I feel that it [the break-up] made it much
easier for me to be at home again. […] At the moment I’m trying not to remember
that I ever was in England. Not the friends that I found there, but everything else
that can remind me of the time that I spent there. So it’s good that I’m at home,
where I have no memories related to him” (QUEST, 01/07). But even if the place
does not remind her of him, the memories are still there, causing anxiety and
tension. The rupture is intense and unexpected and the transition period to a new
status quo takes time. The fluctuations in H.’s feelings are still evident after
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several months: “My feelings are still jumping from one extreme to another, but I
think many people experience this. Some days are more difficult, some days I miss
my ex-boyfriend terribly. We talk to each other sometimes, but I don’t even know
if it makes the situation better or worse. It is probably difficult because I still have
feelings for him, but I cannot change anything” (QUEST, 04/07).

Rupture
(meets someone she likes)

Rupture
(break-up)

Rupture
(finds out that
boyfriend lied)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Rupture
(picks up the phone
one day)

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)
Increases tension
Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 1:
I want to love and be loved
My life is in Estonia
I like to experience the
world
I return to Estonia soon
Voices of the
others:
Friends in Estonia:
People who have
had long-distance
relationship, that
have not worked
Voices of the
others:
Chilean guy in
Nottingham:
Person who has a
long-disance
rlationship that
works

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 2:
I love him
I am committed to this
relationship

Tension:
I want to love and be
loved, but I am leaving
soon and long-distance
relationships do not
work

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 3:
I love him
I cannot be with him

Tension:
I love him and want to
be with him, but he
does not want to be
with me anymore

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 4:
I don’t want to be with
him anymore

Tension:
I loved him, but he lied
to me

Present self
(AS IS) in time 5:
I love him
I am committed to
this relationship

Tension:
He lied to me, but
wants to be together
again
I might still love him

Reduces tension
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I like him
He makes me happy
I want to try this long-distance
relationship
Tension:
What will happen when I leave?

Claims about one’s being:
I don’t love him anymore
He never loved me
He was a coward
I miss him
I still want to be with him
Tension:
I want to be with him, but cannot
change anything

Claims about one’s being:
I don’t love him anymore
I don’t want to be with him
anymore
Tension is temporarily
controlled

Claims about one’s
being:
I will forgive him
I love him
He loves me
I am committed to this
relationship
Tension:
Will it work this time?

Figure 8.3.3.4 H. – He makes me happy, so I want to try
The summer brings along another serious rupture in H.’s relationship,
when she learns new and painful things about her ex-boyfriend. She tries to deal
with this re-emerged tension by rationalizing the situation: “I’d have never
thought that something like that could happen or that I could be so blind about
somebody. At the same time, now it’s much easier, because I’m not sad about our
break-up anymore. Rather I feel better now, because everything is clear and has
found its solution. Somehow it seems easier now to continue and be happy,
because I’m not anymore sad about the things I missed” (QUEST, 06/07). This
temporarily felt state of balance becomes again disrupted by H.’s everyday
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experiences: “The most surprising were my own feelings… I was so sure I had got
over the feelings for [him] […]. And then, suddenly all my feelings were back and
I answered his call and we talked the whole night about what present and past.
After that the things have turned out the way I would have never imagined”
(QUEST, 07/07). At the end of the study H. is once again involved in a longdistance relationship. While the tensions about the future are once again present in
her reflections, the level of those inner discussions seems to be qualitatively
different: “After that things have been different between us. […] I think perhaps
this year of being apart is good [year when H. is doing voluntary work in
Sweden]. We can see, or I can see, how serious he is” (INT3, 08/07).
8.3.4 Summary
H.’s case is unique among the cases in the current study, as it allows seeing the
real back-and-forth movement between different collective cultures. In her
journey from Estonia to England and back H. goes through the cycle of identity
construction twice: first she needs to create a new image of herself and her life
when she moves to England, and then has to repeat the same cycle again when
moving back home. These relocations differ in the impact they have on H.’s life,
creating a relatively tension-free break between past and future in the first case
and a very serious rupture in the second case. Therefore it is an interesting case in
conceptualizing different kinds of ruptures and the personal factors that may
influence how a disturbance in the normal flow of experiences is perceived by the
person.
An important point in understanding H.’s identity construction efforts
is related to the transformation of a metasign complex. Being in a different sociocultural context enables her to create highly generalized metasigns that form a
complex: “This is the way I want to live”, “This is the person I want to be”, “This
is the place I want to live”, “These are the people who allow me to be who I want
to be”. While the interconnections between these metasigns are functional in the
context where they where created, they are not functional in a different time and
space context. Hence H.’s case enables seeing how the movement between
contexts sometimes requires a transformation of a metasign complex, rather than
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creating a new set of more generalized metasigns.
H.’s case also shows that in order to understand the mechanisms of
identity construction it is not sufficient to investigate only the starting point and
the end product of that process. H.’s self-searches start and end in some cases at
the same point (e.g. the ideas about her relationship with her boyfriend or her
ideas about her friends), and only the conceptualization of the trajectories that lead
to the end point reveals inner struggles that would not be evident in a simple
pre/post ‘snapshot approach’.
H.’s case also offers interesting material for further thinking about the
relationships between the voices of the others. Her case shows that voices of the
others can enter into the semiotic auto-regulation by way of offering feedback and
confirming one’s self-understandings, but also by way of creating an opposition
through which the self-definition can be achieved. This case also shows that, in
addition to dialogues where the self is in a relationship with a voice of the others
(i.e. self-other dialogue), semiotic auto-regulation also involves dialogues between
different voices (i.e. other-other dialogue), where the self can initially take the
position of the observer and enter into the scene only later.

8.4 The case of L.
8.4.1 Background
At the beginning of the study, L. is 20 years old. She was born in Tartu, the
second largest city in Estonia, but moved to Tallinn when she was ten. She is an
only child. L. attended one of the most prestigious high schools in Tallinn; she
was a good student. During her school years L. was very much involved in sports;
she joined a gymnastics club when she was four and continued with that sport
until the end of high school. She took her sports very seriously and achieved very
good results in Estonian context.
After graduating from high school, L. decided to go to study abroad.
Prior to her arrival she had never been to England. She started her undergraduate
studies in one of the well-known British universities in the Midlands, in the field
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of Business Administration in autumn 2005. At the outset of the study L. is about
to start her second year in England.
8.4.2 Timeline analysis
Timeline analysis reveals two main themes with related sub-themes that emerge
throughout the study period (see Table 8.4.2):
1. I am a foreigner in England:
•

Purely positive ideas about the English context

•

Mixed ideas and feelings towards the English context

•

Being Eastern-European

2. I am more experienced now
•

Positive emotions related to personal life

•

Negative emotions related to personal life

•

New boyfriend

•

I am not that naïve anymore
Timeline analysis seems to indicate that the topic of being a foreigner

in England emerges constantly throughout the study period, with initial positive
ideas about the English context turning into mixed emotions towards that
environment. The issue of being Eastern-European also emerges throughout the
study period; however it needs to be kept in mind that in the first and last
interview it is partly due to the intervention. The topic of personal life emerges in
the second half of the study period. However, L.’s retrospective accounts suggest
that this topic could have emerged also a bit earlier in time, even if it does not
become clear from L.’s text at the time.
L.’s text reveals relatively few fluctuations in her emotions and
thoughts (see Appendix E, Table E4). She seems to feel comfortable about
expressing her general ideas. Her comments about Estonia and Estonians are
lengthy, abstract and even somewhat critically philosophical. However, she is
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more reserved and less open about her personal life experiences and related
feelings and thoughts. This abstract and somewhat impersonal talk makes it
difficult to extract specific themes from her text that enable seeing her sensemaking efforts. Topics related to her friends in England and in Estonia, as well as
her relations with her family, occur relatively often in her text, but it is difficult to
see any dynamics in those statements.
Table 8.4.2 L. – Timeline analysis

8.4.3 Thematic analysis
8.4.3.1 I am a foreigner in England
Being away from her usual socio-cultural context places L. in a situation where
she has to make sense of herself in relation to new social categories. Firstly, she is
in constant contact with the ‘English other’. Secondly, the others around her
impose certain identities (e.g. Eastern-European) on her that need to be accepted
or rejected through negotiations.
The first contact with L. reveals her positive attitudes towards the
English context and people (see Figure 8.4.3.1): “It is this English pride, but I
wouldn’t say that they are arrogant, rather they are proud of their British Empire.
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They are very open, never hide their true emotions, usually they express their
opinions and are not afraid to do that […] And of course the politeness. For
example opening the doors, I’ve got used to that in England and it is nice if good
habits of that kind remain” (INT1, 08/06). However, with time this initial positive
picture starts to get new shades: “At the same time I can’t say that the problems in
Estonia and in Great Britain are not that different. The problems are the same;
just the grasp is different [...] So it raises a question whether this is a welfare
society or not and how much better it is to live here, compared to Estonia?”
(QUEST, 10/06). L. is using her I-position “me as Estonian” to make sense of her
new socio-cultural context; being Estonian is the prism through which she
evaluates her new experiences and that offers continuity from the past through the
present for the future. The comparison between her old and new socio-cultural
milieus allows her to distance herself from the ‘English other’ and strengthens her
being Estonian. Furthermore, being in contact with yet another socio-cultural
context offers another perspective to English milieu: “Returning to England I had
a culture shock for couple of days. First it felt that there was nothing to eat
anymore, because French cuisine is so fantastic compared to English [...] Second,
people’s attitudes: everybody is very open-minded, friendly and tolerant in
England, but it turns into ignorance and carelessness in some cases. Even the
look of the city and the buildings shows the level of culture. The French culture is
much more elegant” (QUEST, 11/06). She is a stranger in an English context and
that enables her to valuate her being in that environment from many different
positions. It could be hypothesized that the positive opinion about the English
context was functional for L. in the first year, when she needed to make sense of
her experiences in the situation: I am away from home, it is emotionally and
financially difficult, but I made my choice and have to live with it; I made the
right choice because everything is great here. By the second year however, she has
got used to the new context and her new way of being in this context. Her choice
of staying in England is solid and needs no further confirmations, so she can allow
herself to be distanced from the context and notice new aspects in it: “In the first
year I had this childish enthusiasm. Everything was new and nice and great and it
truly was. […] But now when we returned, then you already know the basic things
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and then you can see also other stuff” (INT2, 04/06).

Rupture
(move to England)

Rupture
(trip to France)

Rupture
(contacts with people in England)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 1:
I am studying in
England
I am away from home
and that is difficult

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 2:
I am studying and working
in England
My home is in Estonia
I am an Estonian/foreigner
here

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 3:
I am studying and working in
England
English education is great
I am Estonian/foreigner in
England

Present self
(AS IS) in time 4:
I am well-behaving and
modest
I am just a person
I am Estonian
I am Eastern-European

Increases tension
Tension:
I am studying in England,
but it is emotionally and
financially difficult to be
away from my family

Tension:
I live in England, but
there are other nicer
places in Europe

Voices of the
others:
People in England:
Who think that
Eastern-European
girls are lax in
morals
Who think I am
Eastern-European

Increases tension
Tension:
I am a well-behaving
Estonian girl, but others
think of me as a girl lax
in morals from EastEurope

Voices of the
others:
Boyfriend:
Who thinks I should
be like English girls

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
English education is great
Everything in England is great
I made the right choice
coming to study here
Tension becomes
controlled

Claims about one’s being:
English education is great
It is worth to stay in England
even if it is not the nicest
place to live
I am a foreigner here, so I
don’t have to like everything
Tension becomes
controlled

Claims about one’s being:
Estonia is not a typical EasternEuropean country
English girls are vulgar and lax in
morals
I am a well-behaving Estonian girl
I am just a person studying and working
in England
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.4.3.1 L. – I am a foreigner in England
Being in England L. experiences that others perceive her as a stranger
in this environment. This may be seen as another reason why L. changes her
perceptions about the English context from positive to more mixed. Being in
England imposes new identities on L. – in addition to her being Estonian, she is
often seen as Eastern-European. It seems that initially she considers this new
category in general terms and does not resist it: “I believe Scandinavian has a
better flavour than Eastern-European, because all the time you read from the
news, even somewhere in West-Europe, all the people with criminal background
are from Eastern-European countries. It is this dark and bad place. But at the
same time, geographically we are placed there and you can’t deny that and often
you have to agree that yes, we are from East-Europe […] It is not completely
Scandinavia, even if Estonia really wants to be a Nordic country, be on the same
level with Finland or Norway. This is what we want to be, but in reality we are
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more Eastern-Europeans. So we are not one, nor the other” (INT1, 08/06). She
understands that belonging to that social category has a somewhat negative
connotation, but seems not to take it as something that defines her being.
However, her everyday experiences seem to bring along a shift in that distanced
identification: “Sadly, another thing I’ve felt here, is that Estonians as part of
East-Europe, are treated like Russians, Polish, Checks, Hungarians, whoever.
And they think that the girls from those countries are lax in morals. Of course you
cannot fight the history of Estonia, but to a certain extent it leaves also a negative
mark on me. [incomprehensible] Sadly here people don’t understand it. It is like
that and you just have to, well, you just have to ignore it and just go on with your
life” (INT2, 04/07). L. can accept the negative connotations of the label ‘EasternEuropean’ on a general level, but resists attributing this meaning to her personal
way of being: “Or they come and say: "Oh, you're that Eastern-European girl" or
"You're that Estonian girl”. Then I feel like, I also have a name and I am just a
person. It doesn’t really matter where I come from. Not that I am denying where I
come from or am ashamed of it. After all, Estonia is not a typical EasternEuropean country” (INT2, 04/07). In general, girls from East-Europe can be
perceived as lax in morals, but this is not the case with her as a specific individual.
In her attempts to resist this negative connotation L. creates a contrast between
herself and English girls: “Basically he assumes that I’m like a usual English girl.
And when I say that I’m not English girl, I am Estonian girl and I have different
principles of how a relationship should work [incomprehensible] then he claims
that why can’t I be, I don’t know, as he would like me to be [...] I’ve been brought
up, as I believe most Estonian girls have been brought up, to be modest and wellbehaving and hard-working and honest and whatever, and it is just not acceptable
for me” (INT2, 04/07). In order to control the tension stemming from the
identities others impose on L., she constructs certain categories of others through
which to define herself: Eastern-European girls are lax in morals; Estonians are
different from Eastern-Europeans; English girls are vulgar and lax in morals;
Estonian girls are different from English girls. As a foreigner in England she can
distance herself from those categories. This distinction between self and others
enables her to see herself in a positive light and re-establish a coherent and
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personally acceptable sense of self.
8.4.3.2 I am stronger now
L.’s text does not reveal serious fluctuations in her emotions during the study
period. However, the retrospective evaluations indicate that, due to difficulties in
her personal life, the year was emotionally rough for L. The unhappy ending of a
relationship in January was followed by a satisfying period from February until
April, when she created a relationship with someone from her course (see Figure
8.4.3.2): “Now I have a boyfriend which is very nice. Instead of wasting my
energy on troubles with boys, because I don’t have these anymore, I can
concentrate on other things, studies and work. I feel that now I have my own
support, that gives me strength and that is a nice feeling. Simply superb”; “Lately
I feel very happy […] I’ve found my emotional balance thanks to my boyfriend, on
who I can always rely and be sure of” (QUEST, 02/06). However, that
relationship also ends soon, leaving L. stressed and sad: “I do have a boyfriend,
but I’m not sure how long our relationship is going to last. We just had a serious
argument and I gave him a last chance to improve himself, because he really has
treated me very bad lately [...] I don’t know why I let boys like him into my life”
(INT2, 04/07); “In April-May my ex-boyfriend was able to completely destroy my
emotional balance” (QUEST, 06/07). The beginning of summer brings along
another affair, that develops into a long-distanced relationship, but nevertheless
makes L. happy and content again.
Looking back at her experiences L. admits: “It seems funny now that I
took it so seriously then. But I think there are ups and downs in my life,
developments to different directions and that makes me stronger. Like they say,
development or [incomprehensible] better being comes through pain […] I
believe all this has made me stronger. Perhaps some new situations don’t surprise
me anymore. After that I have [incomprehensible] not that I’ve become cruel or
stony, not that. Just the things that have happened, have made me see things, I
don’t know, I’ve become smarter” (INT3, 08/07). Through semiotic construction
of a metasign “difficulties have made me stronger” L. re-configures the past. This
metasign enables her to re-evaluate her negative past experiences, including her
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own bad choices (e.g. allowing “this kind of person” into her life), in a more
positive manner and see them as part of one’s positive being.
Rupture
(starts a relationship)

Rupture
(bad experiences with the
boyfriend)

Rupture
(leaves the boyfriend)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 1:
I am single
I need to concentrate
on my studies and work
I am lonely sometimes
I’d like to have a stable
relationship

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 2:
I am committed to this
relationship
I am happy with my
new boyfriend

Tension:
I need to concentrate on
my studies and work, but
troubles with boys distract
me

Tension
Present self
(AS IS) in time 3:
I am single again
I want to be in a
relationship
I need to concentrate
on my studies and work

Tension:
I want to be with him, but
he is treating me bad
I want to have a
relationship, but perhaps
he is not right for me

Present self
(AS IS) in time 4:
I am stronger and smarter
now
I want to be in a relationship
I will choose better next time

Tension:
I want to be in relationship,
but should choose better
the people who I get
involved with

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I have a boyfriend now
He cares for me
I can concentrate on my studies
and work
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being:
I want a bofriend who treats me
well
I want to be in a relationship
I need to concentrate on my
studies and work
Tension:
I want to be with someone, but
he is not right for me

Action in specific
activity settings
becomes regulated
by constructed
signs:
I will leave him

Claims about one’s being:
Difficulties have made me
stronger
Development comes through the
pain
I am a fighter
I want to be in a relationship
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.4.3.2 L. – I am stronger now
L. sees herself as someone who is not afraid of difficulties: “I’m not
really afraid of anything. I have a soul of the fighter. When there are difficulties,
then you just need to find ways how to deal with them […] If it doesn’t go once,
it’ll go the second time, and if it doesn’t go the second time, it’ll go the third time
[…] I’m not the kind who gives up. Sport has taught me this, if you loose once,
you win another time. Loose, win… It’s just life. If you give up immediately, you’ll
not achieve anything” (INT1, 08/06). Dealing with the difficulties related to
personal life matches with this idea she has of herself. This generalized metasign
enables her to create a coherent and positive image of herself by linking different
and unique life experiences.
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8.4.4 Summary
As noted before, L.’s text does not reveal serious negative ruptures in her way of
being during the study period. However, it can be assumed that her experiences in
her personal life did create some negative tension and forced her to deal with
questions of identity. Nevertheless, this case indicates that the data collection
methods used in the current study may not be suitable for investigating identity
struggles and negotiations with all individuals. L. may be a person who does not
analyse herself and her experiences extensively. Her relatively neutral and
tension-free text may also indicate that she does not like to talk or write about her
deeply personal experiences. While the model proposed in this dissertation was
applicable to her case as well, her text was still less informative when compared to
other cases. This seems to refer to the need of considering other data collection
methods.

8.5 The case of N.
8.5.1 Background
At the onset of the study, N. is 21-years old. She was born in Tartu, second largest
city in Estonia, but lived for many years in Tallinn. Both of N.’s parents have
higher education, and the family is relatively affluent. N. has a younger sister. The
family is currently living in one of the European capitals.
At the age of 14, N. moved to the United States (US) for half a year due
to her father’s studies. She disliked living in the US. In 2002 the family moved to
the city where they currently live due to her father’s career developments. After
graduation from the British International School, N. lived in Belgium for half a
year, working as an au pair. Despite of the initial plan to go to study in France,
she decided to start her studies in the field of international law in London. In order
to be relatively independent from her family, N. found a part-time job in a local
pub, while starting the full-time undergraduate studies. At the onset of the study
N. has lived in London for one year.
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8.5.2 Timeline analysis
The analysis reveals four main themes with related sub-themes in N.’s case that
occur throughout the study period (see Table 8.5.2):
1. Where is my life heading?
•

I found myself in London

•

I am still searching for my way

•

Should I go back to live and work in Estonia or should I stay abroad?

•

What is more important – career or family?

•

Who do I want to be – a lawyer or somebody else?

•

Where should I do the Master’s degree?

2. I do not want to be alone when I am 30:
•

Freedom and independence or close relationship?

•

Mobile lifestyle or close relationship?

3. I need to be focused
4. Home as a safe place to find the right direction again
The timeline analysis reveals that two themes are reoccurring
throughout the study period: ‘I need to be focused’ and ‘I am still searching for
my way in life’. However, content-wise the occurrence of these topics is
somewhat different. The content of the ‘self-discipline’ theme remains more or
less unchanged throughout the study period. In the case of the latter theme, the
socio-cultural context and social others who influence N.’s inner dialogues on that
topic change during the study period, altering also the content of N.’s inner
discussions. Until June 2007 the main dialogue partners for N. are her peers and
colleagues in London and the main issue to discuss is her career choice. In the
final part of the study N. goes to Estonia and therefore her old friends from highschool become her main discussion partners. The move to a different sociocultural context brings the issue of close relationships to the surface, which
collides with N.’s self-understandings as a free and independent young woman
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always on the move.
Table 8.5.2 N. – Timeline analysis

The sentence completion exercise reveals a striking stability in N.’s
answers to the questions about Estonia (see Appendix E, Table E5). She has
travelled a lot in her relatively short life. The year of the study period is when N.
is preparing for another long journey: half a year in Norway and thereafter half a
year in Belgium as an exchange student. Despite this mobile life-style the
question of home seems to be relatively clear for N.: the home is Estonia. That is
the place where she “need[s] to return one day” (QUEST, 06/07). It seems that
this stable idea of home compensates the lack of real-life stability in relation to
home that she has experienced in recent years. Having a place where she “needs”
to return one day offers a sense of continuity in her insecure and uncertain mobile
life. Even if she has not lived in Estonia for the last five years, the thought of that
place functions as an anchor that also connects other strands of her life; the
questions about a possible career and stable close relationships are considered
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through the possibility of returning and staying in Estonia, as becomes clear in the
thematic analysis.
8.5.3 Thematic analysis
8.5.3.1 I found myself in London
Graduation from high school can be seen as a multi-furcation point in N.’s life
where she has to decide what trajectory to follow in the future. Reflecting on her
past experiences, N. remembers the anxiety related to the uncertainty of the future
(see Figure 8.5.3.1): “I was a mess [said in English in an interview conducted in
Estonian]! Like… in my head [last three words said again in English]” (INT1,
09/06); “I was very stressed all the time and all the time I thought: what will
become of me, what will I be!” (INT1, 09/06). The dilemmas about the field of
studies, place of studies and a general feeling of being “a mess” exemplify that
tension. This tension is deepened by the external pressure from the parents:
“There was a pressure from my parents, like what will you do and do this and do
that and you know, really... a pressure” (INT1, 09/06). These external voices,
together with N.’s inner doubts and experiences with the uncertain future, create a
situation where questions about one’s identity become acute.
In order to deal with this tension created by a multiplicity of choices,
none of which seemed to be the correct one, N. engages in internal auto-dialogues
with the present self-understandings, as well as with the voices of the others, most
importantly with that of the father: “Me and my father we thought, what I liked to
do and my father also said that listen, what about law? That it is a kind of, it is a
truly proper field. And so I thought, okay, I’ll try law [laughs]” (INT1, 09/06). As
a result of this dialogical engagement with different internal and external voices,
she decides to start to study law. A generalized metasign becomes constructed,
which gives her a clear direction and purpose in life. The internal tension is
reduced by semiotic regulators: “Now I have a clear thing to do and I don’t have
to worry about things all the time and… well, okay, I do need to worry about
certain things, but I don’t have a fear, like: Help! I will not make it! Or something
like that” (INT1, 09/06). These new subjective signs also become confirmed by
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the external feedback: “He [a family friend she met] didn’t say that I have found
myself, I don’t remember how he said it, but like, you … you seem to be happy,
that everything is fine with you. That your parents have seen changes in you”
(INT1, 09/06). Hence, the unknown future self becomes known as a present self
through the dialogical engagement with internal and external voices, which
enables the creation of semiotic regulators that reduce the developmental tension.
Rupture
(graduation from high school)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I don’t like to live in this city
I want to go to study at university
I want to study something
interesting

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am a law student in London
I have a clear direction in my life
I am not a mess

Confirmation
Voices of the others:
Parents:
Who ask what will I do after
graduation
Who are putting pressure on me
Who tell me that I have to have a
plan

Tension:
I need to choose what to study, but I don’t know
what I like
My parents tell me to stay in this country, but I don’t
like it here that much
I want to take time to decide, but my parents are
putting pressure on me

Voices of the others:
Family friend:
Who says that I’ve changed
and seem to be happy

Reduces tension
Voices of the others:
Father:
Who suggests to go to study law

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I will start to study law
I will move to London
I have a clear direction in my life now
I know what I am doing
I am not a mess

Tension
becomes
controlled

Action in specific actvity
settings becomes regulated by
constructed signs:
I am a law student in London

Figure 8.5.3.1 N. – I found myself in London
8.5.3.2 I am still searching for my way
After resolving a developmental tension related to the possible studies, N.’s first
year at the university seems to be relatively free from these kinds of inner worries.
However, the uncertainty related to the possible future trajectories becomes acute
again in the second year of studies (see Figure 8.5.3.2): “We have to start thinking
what we want to do in the future. Shall we become lawyers or do something else.
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It is a somewhat difficult question for me at the moment, because I don’t know if I
want to go back to Estonia or not” (QUEST, 11/06). N.’s answers show that the
semiotic regulators that used to control the tension stemming from uncertainty
(e.g. “I am a person with a clear direction and purpose in life” or “I like to live in
London”) do not function efficiently anymore: “There is nothing certain, I don’t
have this strong and clear goal, I don’t have this that I know what to do, so… ”
(INT2, 04/07); “I guess I don’t know yet who I want to be and like this. There is
no goal. I have a small goal, but the future is open. In that sense” (INT2, 04/07).
N.’s unique life experiences are brought together based on their similarity and
they raise the questions about one’s being in the world. In dealing with that
anxiety N. seeks to answer two different sets of intertwined questions: What is the
suitable profession for me?; Where do I want to live in the future? While it seems
that the choice of profession (“I am a law student”) offers some direction in terms
of career trajectories, the uncertainty related to the place of residence creates a lot
of tension for N.: “Where do I want to settle down eventually when I grow up
[laughs]? [...] I don’t know if I want to go back to Estonia or stay here or I don’t
know” (INT2, 04/07); “I have found myself thinking, just like I said before, that I
don’t know where I will be. I like it here a lot, to be honest, but I don’t know if I
want to live here my entire life or should I live here another five years. Or where
shall I do the Master’s – here or somewhere else or will I go to Estonia. Lately I
have all these questions in my mind” (INT2, 04/07).
In order to deal with this tension N. engages dialogically with the
perspectives of different others, which allows her to construct new semiotic
regulators that define her desired future being. The perspective of the other
functions as an opposition through which the present self is projected into the
future and possible future trajectories are tried out: “Some of the students are like
this that they have already… One girl from my course is already working for a
human rights organization and is active in that field […] But I don’t have... okay
human rights, but I don’t know if I’d like that. I don’t know if I’m that interested
in that” (INT2, 04/07); “I think I don’t want to imagine life like this that I’m doing
some sort of work… I am a woman, I don’t want to sit somewhere… Because
these positions there in the City are, like you are working 16 hours a day in the
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office and you have no life other than work. I am a woman, my goal is to have
family and children and things like that one day. Because, I’m afraid that simply
becoming rich will not make me happy” (INT2, 04/07).
Rupture
(anticipated graduation from
the university)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I have a clear direction
I like to live in London
I can manage my life

Voices of the others:
Friends from the university:
Who ask about my future
career plans

Voices of the others:
Colleague at work:
A manager of a pub who
doesn’t have a private life at
the age of 30
Girl from the course:
Who is interested in human
rights
Course-mates:
Who want to earn a lot of
money

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I want to be successful
I am a law student
I am a woman
I want to have a family one day
I am still young
I like to live in London
My home is in Estonia
Tension:
I like to study law, but I don’t know which
specialization to choose
I want to have a successful career, but
don’t know how to achive that
I want to have a successful career, but
also a family one day
I want to do the Master’s, but don’t know
where

Comparison
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I want to be successful
I want to have family one day
I am young and still have time to decide
Tension:
I have time now, but soon I need to decide

Figure 8.5.3.2 N. – I am still searching for my way
The dialogue between others’ voices and present sense of being leads to
the strengthening of some existing semiotic regulators (e.g. “I am a woman and I
want to have a family”) as well as to the construction of new ones that together
control the inner tension by making the unknown future self partially known.
However, these inner dialogues are only partially successful in dealing with the
anxiety; the anticipated future rupture (i.e. graduation from university) brings the
questions of identity to the surface of N.’s awareness. As she cannot find the
answers to all the questions about possible future trajectories (“I know where I
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want to arrive, but how do I get there?”), the tension that accompanies the
movement from present into the unknown future is carried forward to the next
moment in time.
8.5.3.3 I do not want to be alone when I am 30
Being in Estonia for a longer period after a year away adds another twist to the
tensions N. experiences in relation to the uncertainty of the future. In addition to
the questions regarding the place of residence and possible future career, N. finds
herself dealing with questions about close relationships (see Figure 8.5.3.3): “You
see, that is another surprise. I came here and everybody has a child, or not
everybody. But people who I would never have thought could have a child already
or something. And everybody is living together or is already married” (INT3,
07/07); “Or, you know, old stories with some people here and some old love
stories that have remained. See, these remain, they come back again and it is
like…” (INT3, 07/07). N.’s externalized ideas express the tension and fluctuation
between two desired self-understandings: “Me as a free and independent citizen of
the world” vs. “Me as someone who loves and is loved”. Both of these ideas
function as desired life-goal orientations: “And I know that I can’t allow myself
[pause] a relationship, I cannot afford such a thing, because I am always moving
from one place to another and people will not just sit and wait for me for two
years” (INT3, 07/07); “Well in this sense it is a bit sad, that I cannot have a more
serious relationship with anybody. That I’m always moving” (INT3, 07/07); “My
life-style is very mobile, it is like, well sometimes I feel like bad, lonely… I feel
lonely… But what can I do” (INT3, 07/07); “The others have and it’s good and
before you have had yourself a longer relationship and so you know what it means
and that it is good and you have someone to be with. But at this point in my life it
doesn’t make any sense” (INT3, 07/07). Despite the efforts to semiotically
regulate this perceived conflict between different life-goal orientations, the
tension is maintained and N. comes back to it time and again. She uses others’
perspectives to analyse her own situation and regulate the tension through that.
The perspective of the other functions as an opposition through which N. defines
herself: “Thoughts about settling down and creating a home and my friends also
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say that they want to love somebody and give themselves to somebody. They are
22, 23, want to have children and build a family and want to have this calm life
and just take it easy. Then I think that I wouldn’t imagine something like that now.
Let my life be as it is now. I still have time for this” (INT3, 07/07); “At the same
time I have this, I look at other girls of my age and I think that they are not at all
independent, they are so attached to their men. […] I cannot understand how it is
possible. I really need this distance of mine, that I am independent and can do my
things. That I don’t depend on anybody, you see, I don’t want to be, I can’t
imagine being like that” (INT3, 07/07); “I can’t imagine that I buy a house and
have to pay the mortgage for 30 years. That I can’t go, I can’t go even to France
in the summer for three months. I don’t know, to study French, because I have a
mortgage I can’t do that. I can’t imagine something like that” (INT3, 07/07). The
position of the other is given a negative connotation and therefore it helps to make
one’s own position more desirable: undesirable “to have this calm life and just
take it easy”, “they are so attached to their men” as opposed to desirable “I am
independent and can do my things”. Through this opposition the present selfunderstanding is strengthened and therefore helps to regulate the tension.
However, the perspective of the other (i.e. the one, who loves and is loved) is also
desirable and therefore the efforts of semiotic auto-regulation do not eliminate the
tension completely, but it is maintained and carried forward to the next moment:
“I don’t know exactly who I am, what I’m doing here, what I will be. Like what
would I be and what the future will bring. And this is one of the worries. Okay, I
am 22 now and also if I want to have a more serious relationship. It is actually a
thing that makes me to think a bit, that at some point it would be nice to have
something more serious. But when I return, then I will be 24. Okay, I’m not in a
hurry yet. Well, 25 almost and then and… 23, 24. Well, yes, 24 more or less.
Should have something more serious already. I don’t want to be alone when I am
30” (INT3 07/07).
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Rupture
(experiences in Estonia)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)
Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I have a mobile life-style
I want to see the world
I am free and independent
I am lonely sometimes
I don’t want to have a longdistance relationship

Voices of the others:
Friends in Estonia:
People who are happy in their
stable relationships
Voices of the others:
Friends in Estonia:
People who have a family,
stable job and mortgage for
30 years
Friends in Estonia:
Girls who depend on their
boyfriends

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I like to travel and see the world
I am free and independent
I am lonely sometimes
I don’t want to have a long-distance
relationship
I am still young

Tension:
I like to be free and independent, but want to be
loved as well
I like to travel and see the world, but want to be
loved as well

Comparison
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Self-understandings:
I am still young and have time
My freedom and independence are most important
for me now
I want to experience the world now
Tension:
I have time now, but soon I need to find someone

Figure 8.5.3.3 N. – I do not want to be alone when I am 30
8.5.3.4 I need to be focused
N.’s orientation towards a successful and personally rewarding career as well as
her wish to be self-sufficient and independent is not always in accordance with her
life-style as a student living away from home. On the one hand, she enjoys being a
student and experiencing the life away from home. At the same time, she feels
that in order to reach her life goals (e.g. to have a successful career) she needs to
be focused and work a lot. The struggles to motivate oneself, to find a proper
balance between studies, work and social life are reoccurring throughout the year
(see Table 8.5.2 and Figure 8.5.3.4): “I’m a bit afraid; the second year will be
very tough. It will be full of work and I have set myself a goal to study every day.
Not like last year, it was a complete… It was not normal what we did here. I felt
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so guilty the first year because I was so… You see, if you don’t do anything and
you have to do and you haven’t done anything, then you feel like you are useless,
because you don’t do anything. […] So this has to stop, I need to start the second
year seriously. Simply put the head on the shoulders and work” (INT1, 09/06). On
the one hand she enjoys the social life in London, but on the other hand it
intervenes with her studies and makes her feel uncomfortable: “The social life is
sometimes too intense. Then I kind of forget the studies” (INT2, 04/07); “Even if
you want to sit at home and do nothing, there is always someone who is
pressuring you or somebody calls and invites you to do something. Sometimes it is
difficult to say “no”. The school-work fades to background because people are
not focused [last word uttered in English]” (INT2, 04/07). The intense social life
has an impact also on N.’s economical situation as she needs to work part-time to
support herself while studying. This adds another dimension to her inner tensions:
“I’m not very economical and if my friends invite me somewhere, then I say
immediately, let’s go. I don’t know how to say “no”. I need to always be
surrounded by people and do something. My life-goals, perhaps these have
changed” (INT3, 08/07).
While N. sees the voices of her friends and colleagues in London as
something that pulls her away from the desired self-discipline, she perceives the
time spent at home with her parents as a way of getting back on track and finding
the balance again: “I went to [home] with the idea to get away from England,
where everybody is influencing you. Friends have a huge impact on me” (INT2,
04/07); “Then I went home and my parents are also like, help to motivate me and
from my father… My father tells me all sorts of things. And then I kind of got back
on track and that was before Christmas, when I went and decided that now I’ve
found the right direction and I’ll organize my life” (INT3, 08/07). However, the
home is not only a place to relax and get back on track for N. It is also a place
where her parents are telling her what to do and how to live her life: “Home is a
place, where I feel safe, well and where I can relax, even though the parents
sometimes tend to tell me too much how to live my life” (QUEST, 01/07). Hence,
N. finds herself in dialogue with different voices and in negotiations with ideas
which are pulling her to different directions. On the one hand, she needs to find a
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balance between studies, work and social life and be motivated and focused. On
the other hand, she wants prove to herself and to others that she is an independent
and responsible grown-up who does not need her parents to tell her what to do
(see the case of T. for comparison). While the efforts to regulate this tension lead
to the strengthening of some of her self-understandings in relation to her life-goal
orientations, the tension remains and reoccurs in other time and space contexts.

Rupture
(active social life in London)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am easily distracted from my work
I like to be surrounded by people
I am not good in disciplining myself
I am independent
I am a person with clear direction
I want to be successful in my life

Voices of the others:
Friends from the university:
People who are not focused and
do not let others be focused
Colleagues from work:
People who do not have the
same goals as me, but are fun to
party with
Parents:
Who see me as an irresponsible
child and tell me how to handle
my life

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am independent
I am a person with clear direction
I want to be successful in my life
I need to work on my self-discipline
I need to imprve myself

Tension:
I need to study and work, but also like to spend time
with friends
I need to study seriously, if I want to be successful,
but work and social life don’t allow me to do that
I want to show my parents that I am responsible, but
somehow I always lose track
Being home with my parnts helps me to get back on
track, but I want to be independent

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I am independent and responsible, even if
sometimes not focused
I work, I live alone, therefore I am independent
I have to develop my self-discipline to achieve what I
want to achieve in my life
Tension:
I need to be successful in what I am doing, but can I
do it

Action in specific actvity settings
becomes regulated by
constructed signs:
I go home to get back on track

Figure 8.5.3.4 N. – I need to be focused
8.5.4 Summary
N.’s case reveals the identity construction episodes in relation to general life-goal
orientations that seem to be typical for a person of her age and at her stage of life.
While the study period is relatively stable and does not reveal any serious negative
ruptures in N.’s everyday functioning, she experiences many anticipated future
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ruptures that make her deal with the questions of identity and possible life-goal
orientations. The questions about one’s career choice, desire to have a stable
relationship, and settle down, the need to balance between social life and studies,
and prove herself as an independent and responsible young grown-up occur and
reoccur in her everyday functioning and make her seek some stability and
continuity in herself that would allow answering those questions and therefore
permit moving further to the unpredictable future. However, the fact that N.’s life
course has driven her to study in a foreign country, away from family and friends
at home, accentuates these developmental questions about her life-goal
orientations.
From the model-refinement point of view, N.’s case is useful for further
conceptualizing the role of the others’ voices in the personal sense-making
process. The dialogical engagement with real or imagined, specific or generalized
others is very clear in N.’s text. The voices of the others have different functions
in her dialogues: they can be used to confirm one’s way of being through
similarity or through opposition; they can be utilized as ways of reducing the
inner tension, but they can also function to increase the anxiety. Hence, the
proposed model would benefit from a more specific presentation of these different
functions of others’ voices.

8.6 The case of P.
8.6.1 Background
At the beginning of the study P. is 25 years old. She comes from a big Estonian
family and is the oldest among six children, having one sister and four brothers.
She was born in a small town close to the Latvian border, but moved to Tartu
when she was 15. Since then she has lived alone, away from home. She does not
have very strong links with her family, however home and parents’ values have
influenced her choices and ideas vastly.
P. completed her B.A. studies in the field of humanities at Tartu
University. For the last two years she has lived in Tallinn, where she worked in
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the public sector, being considered a very good specialist in her field. She is very
passionate about her field, a mixture of environmental studies and humanities. She
comes to England to start her M.A. studies in one of the country’s most
prestigious universities. Prior to her arrival, she has never been to the UK.
8.6.2 Timeline analysis
Timeline analysis reveals four main themes with related sub-themes that emerge
throughout the study period (see Table 8.6.2):
1. I am smart and successful:
•

Poor performance, lack of self-confidence, feelings of self-blame

•

Confidence about one’s skills and abilities

•

Supervisor and final project as challenges

•

Confusion about one’s position in the job market

2. What should I do in the future?
•

Successful career as life-goal orientation

•

Close relations as life-goal orientation

•

‘Take the maximum’ as life-goal orientation

•

To stay in the UK or go elsewhere?

•

To have a challenging or peaceful life?

•

To travel or to settle down?

3. “Being Estonian is a full-time job”:
•

Others: Americans, ‘speakers’

•

Ideas about Estonians

•

Being Eastern-European

•

Disappointment in Estonia and Estonians

4. My name – my identity:
•

Stability from home and family values
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•

Sister’s name change
Timeline analysis seems to indicate that the first part of the study

period is relatively stable for P. (see Table 8.6.2). She does experience new
situations, meets new people and is trying to make sense of herself in relation to
others, as is evident from the fact that the topics related to Estonians and the
others, especially Americans, emerge mostly in that period. The other topics
appear relatively rarely in the period from August to January, as opposed to the
period from January to May. The latter is the period of serious inner turmoil for P.
Questions about her performance and her success, as well as her possible future
trajectories appear in that period resulting from her mixed everyday experiences.
The last couple of months of the study are again a somewhat more stable period
for P. from the point of view of her self-confidence. However, she is actively
engaged in trying to figure out what to do in the future in that time-phase.
P.’s answers to the sentence completion exercise that reveal the
fluctuations in her feelings and thoughts help to map the abovementioned periods
in her life (see Appendix E, Table E6). P.’s ideas and emotions change both in
relation to her studies in England, and in relation to her Estonian heritage. Both
fluctuations are clearly related to the events in P.’s life. The studies become
suddenly more difficult in January-February, when she receives mixed feedback
on her performance. The fluctuations in her feelings and ideas about Estonia and
Estonians seem to be related to the April 2007 events in Tallinn, that make her
feel more distanced and disappointed in her homeland and compatriots.
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Table 8.6.2 P. – Timeline analysis
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8.6.3 Thematic analysis
8.6.3.1 I am smart and successful
Previous experiences at home from studies and from work have enabled P. to
construct a metasign of herself as a smart and successful young woman. However,
her new life experiences in England seem not to match with these selfunderstandings (see Figure 8.6.3.1). P. has high expectations about her
performance, but is not always able to deliver and this creates frustration and selfblame: “The first presentation in English. And a serious self-blame afterwards,
that I didn’t perform better” (QUEST, 11/06). The feedback on her first
assignments is also somewhat mixed and P. interprets it in very negative terms: “I
heard that my essay was “not bad”. And then I heard that it was “not good”. And
this comment was very hard for me because I had spent weeks writing this essay
and thought the result was quite good”; “After this meeting on Tuesday night I
walked in the rain for two hours and tried to cool down. Thereafter I spent twothree days in a complete emotional hole. All the pride I had about my essay was
smashed into pieces […] The only thought was, why did a IQ-negative as me had
to come here”; “In short, I have never felt so stupid and insecure in my life”; “I
didn’t go through that much not even in October when I moved here. Emotions
have jumped up and down, from one extreme to another and at the moment I feel
quite baffled” (QUEST, 02/07). The negative feedback P. receives touches the
core of her being and is therefore taken extremely seriously. She is not willing to
let go of her self-understandings that have until now defined who she is. However,
the new experiences raise questions of identity: Who am I? What am I doing here?
In order to deal with this inner tension and answer these questions P. uses others’
voices: “It has helped me a lot to hear that others – both course-mates and Ph.D.
students – have had similar experiences in relation to the feedback and
atmosphere in general. And there is nothing unique about my experience”
(QUEST, 03/07). This allows seeing her failures as caused by external factors,
leaving the core of P.’s self intact. She also uses her life-goal orientations to deal
with the tension: “Many have given up his supervision, but I’ll try to take on the
challenge” (QUEST, 03/07). The supervisor and the final project are re-

189

8. Case analysis

conceptualized as challenges and therefore it makes sense for P. to try to handle
them. In the flow of her everyday experiences P. soon also receives feedback on
her performance that is in accordance with her self-concept: “So this repeated
‘swallowing’ lasted for two and half weeks. And partly still continues. But I have
had couple of moments based on which I’ve tried to rebuild my destroyed selfconfidence” (QUEST, 02/07); “It was one of the best reading groups during these
language-and-abilities related somersaults, when I was in a good shape, was able
to think along, comment, be clever and even flirt. It gave me back a lot of my selfconfidence” (QUEST, 03/07). Soon she has re-established her sense of stability;
she knows that she can be successful in this new context too, and this also allows
resisting external pressures that try to make her feel otherwise: “This constant
eating out each others’ nerves. You sit in the library and then they come with a
pile of books: “Have you read this? Have you read that?” […] You get this huge
panic attack [...] Then I decided that I’ll just do as good as I can and you avoid
these situations. Perform as good as you can. Anyway, you’ll not fail” (INT2,
04/07).
Rupture
(negative feedback on her
performance)

Rupture
(anticipated return to the
world of work)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am a smart and successful
young woman
I will be successful also in this
new context

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I can also be successful here
I like challenges
I will not give up
I will prove myself

Tension

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I can also be successful here
I like challenges
I will not give up
I will prove myself

Increases tension
Tension:
I am hard-working and smart, but
I am not able to perform that well
here
I am smart and intelligent, but my
teachers here must think I am
nothing special

Voices of the others:
Course-mates:
Who eat out your nerves
Voices of the others:
Other students:
Who have had similar experiences

Tension:
I had a successful career in Estonia, but
will I find suitable job here
I have been successfl here in the
university context, but will I be successful
also in the job market

Reduces tension
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
unsuccessful
Tension remains
unresolved

successful
Claims about one’s being:
The topic of the essay was difficult and I
had little time
My supervisor is a difficult person
I am used to challenges
I will not give up
I will prove myself
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being:
I have been successful before, I’ll be
fine this time too
I am not afraid of challenges
Tension :
Will I be successful in the job market?

Action in specific
activity settings
becomes
regulated by
constructed signs:
I will look for a job

Figure 8.6.3.1 P. – I am smart and successful
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However, the questions about one’s identity re-emerge again when P.
starts to think about the move to the world of work in England. This is yet another
new context for her and she is not sure whether her self-understandings hold true
there: “You know who you are in Estonia [...] I really was having meetings and
exchanging emails with deputy ministers […] And in this context it is absolutely
unthinkable”; “It is confusing for me in relation to the future, that I don’t really
understand who am I”; “At the moment I just don’t understand where would I fit.
Am I too ambitious if I want to have a normal job here, some sort of specialist
position? Or do I devalue myself?” (INT2, 04/07).
8.6.3.2 What should I do in the future?
The time in England is for P. a period of exploring her options for the future. The
change in the socio-cultural context cannot be perceived as a serious negative
rupture in P.’s life, nevertheless, it enables her to step out from her normal lifetrajectory in Estonia and survey the alternatives from a distance (see Figure
8.6.3.2). Questions about her future (e.g. Where to live? What kind of job to do?
etc.) emerge as important issues to consider: “I should choose whether to do
something for the soul or to think about possible future job positions. And if I
select the practical option, what kind of job I want to do [...] I am now in a
position where the first round of studies is over and it shouldn’t be a problem to
find a well-paid job. Now the question is what I want to do; in what corner of the
world do I want to live etc.” (QUEST; 01/07).
On the one hand, P. continues her life in England as she is used to,
taking everything very seriously and trying to experience as much as possible: “At
the same time I do blame myself a bit, for not being even more active, talking to
people more and making more friends. Because I have only one year!” (QUEST;
11/06). She is used to living an intense life, full of different events and challenges,
and she wants to continue living in that way in England too. On the other hand,
she is starting to question if the challenging life is what she really wants:
“Sometimes I think that I am truly an idiot for taking on those challenges all the
time. Feel like I’m really struggling and almost do not succeed. I should just rest
on my laurels and enjoy the results […] In some ways I would like to stay in
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England to see that all the ‘swallowing’ this year has been worthy. And to get to
know the culture better. But it would mean outdoing myself again and I don’t
know if can be bothered anymore. I should rather dedicate myself to the
relationships and to friends, should educate myself and widen my horizons”
(QUEST, 02/07). Hence, to a large extent P.’s questions about future are related to
her life-goal orientation of having a successful and rewarding career. However,
she also feels that being close to friends and loved-ones is an important life-goal
orientation: “The relationships have somehow become much more important for
me in recent years. When I started working, I completely dedicated myself to
work. I got to the point where I kind of started to turn into a workaholic [...] At
some point you realize that the job is not everything, the work can let you down
[...] Now I’ve kind of come back to appreciating my friends and relationships”
(INT2, 04/07). The questions about a future job and relationships are also linked
to her doubts about the place of residence: “I’m kind of in a stage where I have
worked, I have succeeded and now I’m starting to appreciate the relationships I
have more and more […] When I look at my course-mates […] They travel to the
end of the world because that’s where the work is. Well, I feel that it’s unthinkable
now, even if five years ago it would have been exactly the same” (INT3, 09/07).
P.’s past self is similar to her course-mates, while she clearly distances her present
self from those others. She also uses others’ voices as a way of confirming and
justifying her present choices: “People’s talk about their partners moving to
England has had a very positive effect on me […] it gives you some sort of
tranquility and security that people still believe in certain values!” (QUEST,
03/07). P. is at a multi-furcation point in her life, where she needs to decide which
trajectory to follow. In her inner dialogues she looks at the future from many
different imagined I-positions: ‘me as a successful career woman’, ‘me in a
relationship’, ‘me living in England’ etc. While the ‘me in a relationship’ seems to
be a favoured position, in reality she is still single and therefore cannot use that
position to make her choices: “Couple of years ago I desperately wanted
everything to be fixed and settled. Now it is the other way around. Now I feel that
I’ve at least 4-5 years and I’m even scared that if I’d started a very serious
relationship now, I’d have to settle down. At the same time I’ve seen here very
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flexible living arrangements, people moving to different parts of the world and so
it goes and everything works” (INT2, 04/07).

Rupture
(move to England)

Rupture
(starts a relationship)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I had a successful career in
Estonia
I like my field
I need to ’take the maximum’
from each experience

Distancing
Voices of the others:
Course-mates:
People who go
everywhere because of
the job
Voices of the others:
Friends in England:
People whose partners
are moving to England
to be together

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
My career is important for me
I value my relatonships now more than
before
I can live a more peaceful life if it is still
rewarding

Tension:
I know that I like my field, but
what kind of job should I do in
the future
I’d like to have a good career, but
close relations are very important
for me
I like to travel, but I am tired of
getting used to new places and
people

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am in a relationship now
I make my decisions in function
of our relationship
I am going to stay in England
and find a job here

Tension:
I need to decide what to do in the future,
but I don’t know what I want

Confirmation
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
Now I’d be happy to make my decision in
function of my relationship
Tension:
I need to decide what to do in my life, but I
don’t know what I want

Claims about one’s being:
I am in a relationship now
I make my decisions in function of our
relationship
I am going to stay in England and find a job
here
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.6.3.2 P. – What should I do in the future?
P.’s questions about her future trajectory become clearer when she
starts a new relationship in England. Suddenly her imagined ‘me in a relationship’
position becomes a reality and she can use this position to make the decisions
about her future: “It is clear that, first, I’ll stay here [...] I don’t know, I feel that I
am not into moving from one place to another [...] Now I have him and I’ve found
some very-very good friends, who will stay here and I feel that I can’t change all
the time and therefore I do prefer England as a place to work now. So I’ll stay
here” (INT3, 09/07).
8.6.3.3 “Being Estonian is a full-time job”
The move to England places P. in a situation where she is surrounded by people
who are new to her and different from her. The difference from others makes P.
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more aware of her own being in relation to those others. As P. does not initially
know the people personally, she tries to make sense of them and herself in relation
to them by referring to generalized group categories. This leads to a distinction
between ‘me – Estonian’ and ‘them – Americans’: “A thing I’m still not used to
and probably never will, is Americans eating during lectures!” (QUEST, 10/06);
“In Estonia you had to keep quiet unless you had something very important to say.
Here Americans (more than half of my course-mates are Americans so they use
their majority) are constantly making comments and asking, so that the lecturer
often runs out of time. And the questions are not terribly smart” (QUEST, 11/06);
“I’ve understood that I’ve somehow completely ignored America and know
nothing about it [...] So it’s funny – I’ve thought I’m not familiar with exotic
cultures, but it appears I know nothing of America” (QUEST, 12/06). Soon
however this distinction becomes replaced by the contrast between ‘them –
speakers’ and ‘us – non-speakers’: “I invented ‘speakers’ to contrast these coursemates who speak English as their mother tongue (hence native speakers) to those
who don’t (non-native speakers) [...] A small rift between ‘speakers’ and ‘nonspeakers’ has appeared [...] I have friends on both fronts, perhaps even more
among ‘speakers’, while many ‘non-speakers’ don’t or have friends only among
themselves. At the same time I feel that ‘non-speakers’ are deeper and you can
discuss other matters with them” (QUEST, 03/07). Belonging to the category of
‘non-speakers’ has several functions. Firstly, it enables P. to make sense of the
fluctuations in her performance (e.g. “It is not that I am not smart; I am just not
that good at English”). Secondly, being a ‘non-speaker’ gives her a possibility to
belong somewhere, to be part of something bigger. She is the only Estonian, but
as a ‘non-speaker’ she is not alone; there are others like her. Furthermore, being a
‘non-speaker’ enables her to be Estonian: “With my lecturers I feel that…
Estonians, or in general people from small nations, they meet and then they ask:
“Oh, you come from Estonia, how are things there? What do you have there?”
And then an Estonian is already prepared to give a long presentation about
Estonia [...] They don’t care about that at all. They just speak about these X
countries but they don’t learn from their audience” (INT2, 04/07). ‘Speakers’ do
not care about her being Estonian, while ‘non-speakers’ enable her to have “a full-
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time job as Estonian”: “When he [an American who is married to an Estonian]
wants to make his wife upset, he says: “Being Estonian is a full-time job”.
Because his wife […] is also accustomed that everybody comes and asks and then
she explains how things are in Estonia. And the wife is quite disappointed that
nobody really cares” (INT2, 04/07). While P. utilizes the distinction from the
other as a way of confirming her identity, she also takes a slightly more distanced
look at it, when writing down a joke about Estonians: “An American, a Russian
and an Estonian are in the zoo and are staring at a huge elephant. The American
thinks: “Really cool giant creature. Should take it back to the States, show it to
people for money and become rich”. The Russian thinks: “Really cool creature.
Should take it back to Russia, would be nice to drink vodka together. It’s big, so
wouldn’t get drunk too fast”. The Estonian thinks: “I wonder what this elephant
thinks of me?””(QUEST, 03/07).
P.’s life abroad places herself in dialogue with other Estonians as well.
Her text reveals that she is patriotic about Estonia: “By now I’ve already had three
occasions when I realize, after meeting my friends and talking to them in
Estonian, how important they and that language is for me. And how few Estonians
there are. And Estonian men. I really get all patriotic” (QUEST, 11/07).
However, while feeling close to that socio-cultural context, the events in Estonia
make her also doubt her patriotism: “I can’t stand this, first, this tremendous
ambition, and second, this narrow-mindedness and this bigotry, that is there in
Estonian politics and in all the discussions”; “I would like to get back my faith in
the republic and in this kind of thing, but now I rather feel a total counterreaction towards all this” (INT3, 09/07). In relation to ‘that Estonia’, P. is
someone else, a distanced other: “I definitely feel less Estonian, vastly less
Estonian than before”; “I’d like to stay away for a bit longer and get back the
faith and positivism. I’ve lost it along the way” (INT3, 09/07). Hence, P.’s being
Estonian is functional in relation to the English context, but does not have the
same meaning in relation to the Estonian context. She is Estonian in relation to the
‘speakers’ she meets in England, and this identity gives her a sense of continuity.
However, she is “less Estonian” in relation to other Estonians. Here other selfunderstandings are used to achieve a sense of sameness: “I’d rather contribute to
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general human values and environmental issues on international level” (INT3,
09/07).
Rupture
(move to England)

Rupture
(April 2007 events in Estonia)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am an Estonian
In England I am different from
others

Voices of the others:
Americans:
People who eat in the
lectures and do not ask
smart questions
Voices of the others:
‘Speakers’:
People who are not as
‘deep’ as ‘nonspeakers’
People who don’t care
about my being
Estonian

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am an Estonian
I am a ’non-speaker’
I am friend with many of the others
I am okay here among these people

Tension:
I know who I am, but who are all
these people around me
I know who I am, but who am I in
relation to those people
I am Estonian, but some people
don’t care about my nationality
and heritage

Distancing

Voices of the others:
Estonians:
People who are
narrow-minded
Voices of the others:
Estonian friends:
People who make me
love my country and
language

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am Estonian living abroad

Distancing

Tension:
I am Estonian, but I am
ashamed of my
compatriots
I am Estonian, but don’t
believe in the republic at
the moment

Confirmation

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
Confirmation

Voices of the others:
’Non-speakers’:
People who are like me

Claims about one’s being:
I am smart, I just don’t speak English that
well
I am not alone, there are others like me
I can be friends with these people
I can be Estonian among ’non-speakers’
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being :
I am less Estonian now
I need to be away from my country to get
back my faith in the republic
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.6.3.3 P. – “Being Estonian is a full-time job”
8.6.3.4 My name – my identity
P. has a very interesting and, in the Estonian context, very unusual first name. Her
name reflects the values and worldviews of her parents. P. is very proud of her
name and sees it as central to her sense of self: “My self-consciousness to a large
extent circles around my name. I think of myself as P. and I think it is very
different, that I don’t do it, can’t do it differently. But it is a very-very important
thing for me” (INT2, 04/07). It is her name and the family values that it carries,
which give P. a sense of coherence and stability in the midst of new and stressful
everyday experiences: “You constantly encapsulate yourself around the idea, that
I am P., this is my background, I am this and that and you rely on certain things
that have been and remained somewhere” (INT2, 04/07). Being so attached to her
name, P. feels very frustrated when her English university constantly ignores the
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specific letter ‘ü’ in her name: “It truly bothers me how they ignore these dots [...]
I can’t stand it. I’ve been polite and everything, calmly reminded them, but I
constantly get smacked in the face, up to the point that I’m already worried that
they will not use them on my diploma”; “They know how things should be. It’s like
some sort of disturbing privilege that you are demanding your stupid dots and I
don’t know what else. They know how things are. There are no more letters […]
Perhaps I’m so touchy about this because my name has always been so central for
me. If it was an ordinary Estonian name, perhaps it wouldn’t matter that much”
(INT2, 04/07). The difference between her as an Estonian as opposed to
‘speakers’ who force their rules upon her being, is also evident here.
Being away from home, among strangers and in the midst of new and
stressful experiences, P. clings more strongly to the identity and the values that are
reflected in her name. However, these efforts to maintain a sense of stability are
shaken by a serious rupture: she finds out that her sister has changed her first
name. This is a painful realization for P.: “Suddenly you realize that the things
that have been there at home or in the family or in the history, they are actually
not there. It feels as if someone has pulled the carpet from under your feet. I felt
that somehow the things at home are changing so fast that I cannot rely on them.
Or on some values that have always existed. In that sense it was a painful blow
for me” (INT2, 04/07). She has always thought that the name has the same
meaning to her sister and therefore interprets her actions as “derisive” and
“spitting”. In dealing with this tension P. tries to rationalize the situation: “In the
end it’s not that tragic and there are practical reasons and perhaps it is easier for
her in that way” (INT2, 04/07). She also refers to the idea that she is very
different from her sister. Still, her text does not reveal how exactly she reestablishes the status quo beyond this serious rupture that shakes the deepest
values of her being: “This situation was grave for me. If I was at home and wasn’t
relying that much on those, so to say, values, perhaps it wouldn’t have had that
effect on me. But in that moment it was harsh, like: how can you do something like
that!” (INT2, 04/07).
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Rupture
(move to England)

Rupture
(sister changes her name)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am P.
My name is central to my
identity
My name reflects my family
values that are important for
me

Voices of the others:
University people:
People who ignore the
letter ’ü’ in my name

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am P.
I know where I come from
I know who I am

Tension:
I used to know who I am and
what I am doing, but here I am
losing that feeling

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am P.
I am away from home
I know who I am

Tension:
I thought I shared these values with my
sister, but she doesn’t care
I thought some things were stable and
sacred, but life at home changes

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I know where I came from
I can always rely on my family
values when things get difficult
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being:
It is not that tragic
It is easier for her this way
It is practical in her case
I am different from my sister
Tension:
I thought I could rely on those values, but
everything changes

Figure 8.6.3.4 P. – My name – my identity
8.6.4 Summary
P.’s case enables to see how identity construction is related to certain life events in
an individual’s life that create a rupture into one’s normal flow of being. The
negative feedback to P.’s performance and her sister’s name change are clear
examples how an unexpected and sudden life event can create tension, fluctuating
emotions, and bring the questions of identity to the surface of one’s
consciousness. At the same time this case shows that ruptures that trigger identity
construction should not only be conceptualized as sudden and negative life events.
Reaching a certain stage in one’s life, where questions about one’s life-goal
orientations appear, can also be conceived as a rupture, even if it is a gradual
break in one’s usual way of being.
P.’s case is also interesting for it reveals the role of the others in one’s
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identity construction. It enables seeing how the real or imagined opposition with
others functions as an important identity maintenance and confirmation device.
However, it also shows how the similarity with the other can be used to strengthen
one’s sense of being.

8.7 The case of R.
8.7.1 Background
At the beginning of the study R. is 25 years old. She comes from Tartu, the
second largest city in Estonia. This is where she has spent her childhood, went to
school and graduated from the university. R. comes from an Estonian family; she
has a younger sister to whom she is much attached. R. has never lived away from
home.
After finishing her high school studies in an elite school that specializes
in exact sciences, R. went to study humanities at Tartu University. She was very
successful in her studies and was considered to be a promising young academician
in the department. She was almost at the end of her Master’s studies at Tartu,
when she decided to start a one-year Master’s programme in the same field in one
of the South-West universities in the UK. Prior to her arrival to the UK, R. had
never visited the country.
8.7.2 Timeline analysis
Timeline analysis reveals four main themes with related sub-themes that emerge
throughout the study period (see Table 8.7.2):
1. I am smart and successful:
•

I have always been successful

•

I am not good enough (lack of self-confidence)

•

I am doing fine

•

It has been a bad year
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2. Where should I live?
•

Patriotism, worry about Estonia

•

Estonia/Tartu is too small

•

Cosmopolitan England

•

My new independent life

•

What to do in the future?

3. I have good friends both in England and in Estonia:
•

Friends in Estonia

•

New friends in England

•

New relationships with old friends

4. I am a smart Eastern-European woman:
•

I am Eastern-European

•

I represent Estonia and Estonians here

•

Positive feelings towards Russian culture

•

Negative feelings towards Russian culture

•

Smart Eastern-European woman

•

It is the person, not the nationality that matters
The most frequently occurring topic in R.’s statements is related to her

friends in Estonia and new friends in England. This topic develops from a slight
sadness related to the move abroad and worry about making new friends, to a
stable state where new friendships offer the needed intimacy and old friendships
carry on at another level. The issue of making friends and meeting new people
feeds into another theme that repeatedly occurs in R.’s talk – the question of
nationality. This theme moves from a strong sense of and interest in national
differences to an understanding that it is the person that matters and not the
nationality.
The other two topics emerging from R.’s talk are also interrelated. The
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feelings and thoughts about one’s success are fluctuating in relation to everyday
experiences – the self-confidence increases in situations where R. receives
positive feedback to her work and decreases when she is in the process of
finishing some assignments. The questions about possible future trajectories and
the place of Estonia or England in these plans occurs throughout the study period,
but is content-wise related to R.’s fluctuating self-confidence.
Table 8.7.2 R. – Timeline analysis
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R.’s answers to the sentence completion exercise show her swinging
feelings about Estonia (see Appendix E, Table E7). On the one hand, she is proud
of and patriotic about her country; on the other hand, she sees it as too small a
place with too few opportunities. Her ideas about Estonians are usually presented
through the opposition with Brits in a way that allows her compatriots to appear in
a positive light. R.’s repeated usage of comparison with other nationalities that
helps her to make sense of her own being in a new socio-cultural context becomes
clear also from the thematic analysis.
8.7.3 Thematic analysis
8.7.3.1 I am smart and successful
R.’s previous experiences have enabled her to think of herself as an intelligent and
academically successful young woman. She is ambitious and wants to succeed
also in the new socio-cultural context. However, the new everyday experiences in
England do not provide her with an immediate positive response to her
performance (see Figure 8.7.3.1): “I feel like on the crest of a wave – sometimes in
the bottom, sometimes a bit higher up. Still very far from the top. Self-confidence
academically is still zero. Some presentations go well; in other cases my reading
is sputter, and I’m ashamed of it for several days afterwards. One of my problems
is that I’m scared to speak in the seminars. I am simply scared. I haven’t been
much of a talker in Estonia neither, but here I’m completely blocked” (QUEST,
11/06). R. experiences that her existing self-understanding (i.e. “I am a smart and
successful person”) may not be functional in the new context. In her attempt to
deal with this tension, she clings to the idea of her being an ambitious person, who
moves towards her goals slowly, but steadily: “It was okay as an introductory
attempt – in the future I’ll try to take on more serious challenges like at Tartu. In
reality I have never liked to be treated differently due to my gender or nationality”
(QUEST, 10/06). On the one hand she seeks for opportunities to demonstrate her
abilities; on the other hand is anxious about these: “I need to write essays in some
of the courses. I am already quite anxious about it – I want to succeed so badly
that it can harm my performance” (QUEST, 11/06). She has not been able to
demonstrate her skills and abilities yet, but will try to do that in the future.
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Ruptures
(positive feedback,
acceptance to Ph.D. programme)

Rupture
(negative feedback on her
performance)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension

Tension

Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am a smart and intelligent
young woman
I have been academically
successful
I will also be successful in
England

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I can also be successful here
I am okay
I will prove myself

Tension:
I am smart and intelligent but I am
not performing that well here
I am intelligent, but my teachers
here must think I am nothing special
I have things to say, but I am scared
to speak in seminars

Voices of the others:
Native-speakers:
People who appear to be
better than me, but
actually I am as good as
they are

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am okay
I can be successful in the
future
Next year will be better

Tension:
I have been successful here until
now, but have to keep on
working hard
I was successful in the
beginning, but now it is all gone

Reduces tension
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
unsuccessful
Tension remains
unresolved

successful
Claims about one’s being:
I am also successful here
People think that I am okay
I am over-critical about myself
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being:
Three essays was too much to write
Everything has gone wrong this year
It has been a bad year
I am still okay
I can be successful next year, I just need
to pull myself together
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.7.3.1 R. – I am smart and successful
Initial fluctuations in self-confidence in response to different everyday
experiences soon become resolved by positive feedback to R.’s first assignment as
well as by the fact that the department accepts her application of doctorate studies.
This positive feedback allows R. to see that the self-understandings she utilized to
make sense of herself in Estonia are functional also in the new context: “If before
I thought that I was one of the dullest and most narrow-minded people in our
department, then I don’t think like that anymore. I’m just over-critical about
myself, compare myself even with the English native speakers and presume that I
should be on the same level with them on everything. It feels like, not considering
the grammar mistakes and less fluent speech, I can compete with them. In that
sense I’m a bit more self-confident. But I cannot slack away; I still need to write
three big essays and the dissertation, so I have to keep on stretching” (QUEST,
04/07). The comparison with the others, especially with native speakers, functions
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as a standard against which to measure one’s success and abilities: “I have even
got better grades than English, so I think I can compete there” (INT2, 04/07).
Despite this mid period of relative self-confidence, the end of the
academic year brings new experiences that make R. doubt her abilities again. The
final assignments do not go well and she is also very insecure about her Master’s
thesis: “I have this paranoia that I will fail with my dissertation. I just feel so bad,
because it was below any of my standards” (INT3, 10/07). The fact that she has
not been clearly successful in the new context bothers her: “Academically I
couldn’t pull myself together and everything has gone wrong this year. In Estonia
I got an A for my B.A. dissertation, also for most of my Master’s subject, in the
end of B.A. I had only A-s, 4.7 was the average grade in Master’s, I think
[maximum is 5 in the Estonian system]. Now all of it has disappeared” (INT3,
10/07). She tries to make sense of this experience and deal with the tension by
referring to external factors: “It did inhibit my academic self-confidence, but at the
same time, I have written many good things in my life and I’m already old enough
not to take these failures as proof that I’m a failure as a person. I blame different
factors for these failures – three essays is too much, stress etc.” (QUEST, 07/07);
“But actually all this year I have felt that it has been a bad year in some sense
[…] Somehow it feels that with this number everything goes wrong […] Should
even start to believe in astrology” (INT3, 10/07). Through the attribution of
failures to the external factors, the core of R.’s being remains intact. R. connects
different negative experiences to create a metasign “This has been a bad year”,
and this allows the other metasign “I am a smart young woman” to remain
unchanged. The latter self-understanding is still functional, offers her a way of
dealing with the present situation and gives her a direction and confidence to
move towards the unknown future: “I feel a bit bad, so starting my doctorate
studies, if I pass, I need to become better” (INT3, 10/07).
8.7.3.2 Where should I live?
R.’s plan to go to study abroad is guided by her life-goal orientation to have a
successful and fulfilling life (see Figure 8.7.3.2): “I have lived all my life in Tartu
and practically, most of that time also with my parents. So, really, to become more
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independent. To see the world. Not only for the studies, but also to develop
personally” (INT1, 08/06). She feels that Estonia, especially Tartu, is too small
and offers too few opportunities to achieve something and be successful: “I don’t
know, once I’ve been to England, do I want to return to this tiny Tartu anymore? I
do like it a lot there though. But the sphere of action is more restricted there, due
to its smallness. So yes if you want to achieve something you have to also look
further. We will see where I’ll find job and so on once I return” (INT1, 08/06).
The move abroad brings the questions about R.’s possible future home
into her awareness: “Perhaps I’ll be able to continue abroad in the future. I’m not
sure I want to complete my doctorate studies here in Tartu after that” (INT1,
08/06). The questions “Where is my home?” and “Where do I want to live?” are
important in relation to her career plans. She decides to stay in England for her
doctorate studies and in light of this choice the return to Tartu seems undesirable.
However, she does not find any funding for her studies and therefore finds herself
reconsidering the possible life in the UK: “At the moment I’m not so sure anymore
that I want to stay in England. Before I was quite sure that I’ll stay here longer,
but now I don’t know anymore. I enjoy being in Estonia and with Estonians, even
if many nice things stayed behind in England” (QUEST, 07/07). R. is fluctuating
between the two ideas – she would like to return to England and continue her
studies there, but has to face the possible reality of not being able to do that.
Thinking of the life in Tartu in positive terms makes that possibility less
frightening. However, the decision to go to the UK despite the lack of funding
allows her to think positively about the UK again: “I would not have been able to
stay in Tartu at any cost now” (INT3, 10/07). While the life in the UK without
funding is difficult, it is in accordance with R.’s life-goal orientations and
therefore the right thing to do: “I had that thought during the first week. Living
this miserable life is quite bad. Why should I do that? For what? At home I’d be
fine, I’d live fine if I’d get that scholarship and would give some lectures. [...] Yes,
but friends have told me that it is worth it and I should hang on. It is also an
experience. I have never been in a position where I have to fight for my living or
work hard or suffer or anything. My parents have always earned quite well and so
perhaps it’s good”; “Yes, it has decreased my motivation sometimes, but then I
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think that I have to, I don’t have a choice. What should I do, not to finish the
Master’s studies? This is the route I have chosen that I need to get the Ph.D., go
to work in the university. This is my goal and plan and I have nowhere to retreat”
(INT3, 10/07). In dealing with the tensions caused by difficult financial
circumstances R. semiotically connects the idea of returning home and living at
home with the idea of living easily. On the one hand, it is a positive sign – “I can
return home and the life there is easy”. On the other hand, this sign has a negative
connotation – “I want to achieve my goals and I will not choose the easier way of
returning home”. Hence, the difficult life in England becomes more positive.
Creating these semiotic regulators helps R. to control the anxiety and continue her
life abroad irrespective of difficulties.
R.’s inner struggles related to her possible future home have another
dimension. For a young and ambitious woman who wants to experience the world
and be successful, the life abroad seems reasonable and desirable. However, when
R. looks at this choice from another I-position, as an Estonian, it does not appear
completely positive: “People start to go abroad more and also stay there […]
Perhaps this is even bad for the Estonian nation […] What will happen to poor
Estonia if everybody goes away? How do you develop it and so on?” (INT2,
04/07). It seems that living away from home makes R. worry about her homeland
and brings her patriotic feelings to the surface of her awareness. Her patriotism is
influenced by other Estonians’ voices: “I don’t know if people will see this as a
betrayal in the future or how these things will be. I am planning to return, but I
know many people don’t” (INT2, 04/07); “It seems that Estonians still have some
sort of protection reaction or complex towards strangers. It is still thought that
going abroad is a form of becoming a Germanized Estonian11” (QUEST, 01/07).

11

Germanized Estonians where the ones who abandoned their ethno-cultural roots in favour of
German culture during the period of German rule in Estonia. These people where usually
received positively neither by Estonians, nor by Germans.
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Rupture
(anticipated future life in
Estonia)

Rupture
(anticipated return to Estonia)

Rupture
(unsuccessful attempts to find
funding)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension

Tension
Tension

Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I want to become more
independent
I want to see the world
I want to be successful in my
field
Tartu is too small if I want to
achieve something

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I want to be successful in
my field
I live and study in England

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I want to be successful in my
field
I am living and studying in
England
I will be a Ph.D. student here

Present self (AS IS)
in time 4:
I want to be successful
I am living and studying in
England
I will be a Ph.D. student here
One day I will go back to
Estonia

Increases tension
Tension:
I want to be successful
in my field, but I cannot
achieve that in Tartu

Tension
becomes
controlled

Tension:
I think this life here will
lead me to success, but
I need to return to
Estonia soon

Tension
becomes
controlled

Tension:
I want to stay in England,
but have to return to
Estonia if I can’t find
funding
This is a great opportunity
for me, but other
Estonians may see it as
betrayal

Voices of the
others:
Other Estonians:
People who see
living abroad as
betrayal of one’s
country

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
unsuccessful
Claims about
one’s being:
I want to be
succesful in my field
I want to see the
world

Actions in specific
activity settings
become regulated
by constructed
signs:
I will go to study in
England

Claims about
one’s being:
I want to be
succesful in my field
I can be successful
if I stay in England

Actions in specific
activity settings
become regulated
by constructed
signs:
I will apply for a
Ph.D. here in
England

Tension remains
unresolved
controlled

successful
Claims about one’s being:
I am going to the UK after all
I am not afraid of challenges
This difficult life will be a useful
experience for me
I couldn’t stay in Tartu, it is too
boring and stagnant there
One day I will go back to Estonia
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.7.3.2 R. – Where should I live?
The idea of returning home one day offers a chance to distance oneself
from this negative evaluation. In the present, however, the patriotic ideals are
simply abstract ideas that R. likes to contemplate about, but does not necessarily
use to guide her own choices: “It matters to me generally. But at the same time I
am an egoist and individualist, and so probably I would not live my life according
to those ideals” (INT2, 04/07). The idea of a possible return to home becomes
transformed, but is still kept alive in R.’s ideas: “I don’t know my mood changes
all the time. […] I started to think with horror that what if I’ll come to the point
when I actually don’t need to return to England anymore. I need to stay in
Estonia. To be honest I don’t want to think about it now. At the same time I really
liked it in Estonia in the summer. I don’t know, probably I’ll have to stay being
amphibious” (INT3, 10/07).
8.7.3.3 I have good friends both in England and in Estonia
The move away from home puts R. in a situation where she can no longer use her
ordinary social network for everyday social functioning, but has to create a new
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one. Initially she is worried that, due to her modesty and being reserved, she will
have difficulties in finding friends in England (see Figure 8.7.3.3): “In the
beginning I was scared that a truly modest person like me will not find any friends
here. That I have to spend my time in the dorm, studying. But actually it’s not that
bad anymore” (QUEST, 03/07). However, being aware of that possibility makes
her more active and willing to initiate the relationships with others: “Of course the
need to satisfy your social needs pushes you here in England. In Estonia the
friends are one phone call or a text away and the company is always there. Here
you have to come out from my bubble, overcome the initial modesty” (QUEST,
10/06). Initially, she creates good relationships with other foreigners and therefore
a distinction between ‘us – foreigners’ and ‘them – English’ emerges. This brings
along an interest towards the other: “I’m still a bit like an alien […] We,
foreigners, seek each others’ company to satisfy our social needs. And common
problems and background connect us – life in the dorm, being away from home
etc.” (QUEST, 11/06); “When I was at my grandma’s on Christmas Day, and
there was plenty of good food on the table, I was thinking that we shouldn’t be
ashamed of this in front of Brits. It is strange that this ‘Interesting how?’
perspective has emerged” (QUEST, 01/07; see also Appendix E, Table E7).
However, as the relationships develop and R. becomes more familiar with her new
friends, the nationality becomes less relevant and more person-related
characteristics become crucial instead: “So yes, the boundary between English and
foreigners is starting to fade away. As everybody speaks English anyway, I often
don’t even think anymore where they come from or what is their mother tongue”
(QUEST, 12/06); “I used to think that they are all just a bunch of arrogant Brits,
all looking and acting more or less the same, but now specific characters are
starting to emerge” (QUEST; 03/07). In the end of her first year in Britain R. feels
comfortable and happy amongst her new friends: “We already have our group of
people who invite each other to the pub and spend time together [...] I felt that the
company has come together and I have new friends here” (QUEST, 07/07).
The move away from home means being away from the people R. used
to spend her time with. It especially means to be away from her sister: “I am quite
dependent and attached to my sister and friends” (INT1, 08/06); “When I went I
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was worried about my sister the most. How will I manage without her? We are
very close. We were always together. But you’ll get used to it” (INT2, 04/07).
Despite the new relationships R. creates in England, she still feels that her most
special friends are back at home: “I consider my Estonian friends to be the real
ones” (QUEST, 02/07); “I feel I’m not that attached to my Estonian friends
anymore. Nevertheless, they are irreplaceable and will stay closer to me than the
random friends I’ve found here” (QUEST, 03/07); “I felt again how nice it is to be
with Estonians and that I have more soul-mates there” (QUEST, 05/07). The
friends from home are also a safe haven where R. can turn when things do not go
well in England. In the periods of hard work and little social life the friends from
home offer the emotional contact R. needs: “I’m planning to meet Estonians, miss
them already. In the end of February my friends will come here, I’m looking
forward to it already” (QUEST, 01/07). R. deals with the tensions of being away
from her sister and friends by referring to her life-goal orientations that life in the
UK is helping her to follow: “[I want] to become more of an independent person
there. I have many good friends, but perhaps it even fosters the degeneration,
when you enjoy each others’ company too much and perhaps you don’t develop
personally that much” (INT1, 08/06); “I think we [R. and her sister] have both
become more independent and widened our company thanks to that. But we get
along very well, I couldn’t say otherwise. Rather, it is more interesting now, or we
both have our stuff. I think she enjoys talking to me more now that we are not
together all the time” (INT2, 04/07). The metasigns “I want to become
independent” and “I want to grow personally” help R. to deal with the anxiety of
being away from friends. This helps her to turn a negative experience into
something positive, to see it as a desirable situation. She uses the same semiotic
mechanism to deal with the fact that all her friends are moving away from Tartu:
“Probably majority of that company is scattered around the world next year. And
I’m not that sad about it. Life has to move on” (QUEST, 03/07). The metasigns
“Life has to move on”, “Our new experiences enrich our friendship” and “My
friends are like me, they want to have an interesting life” help to deal with the
tension caused by these new life experiences and help to create a coherent picture
of R.’s being in the world in the midst of new situations, relationships and
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experiences.
Rupture
(move to England)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Rupture
(being away from the sister and
friends)

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am modest and reserved
I am very atached to my sister
I want to grow personally
I want to have an interesting
life

Voices of the others:
English people:
People who stick together
and don’t communicate
with foreigners
Other foreigners:
People who are in a
situation similar to mine

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I have many nice friends here in
England
I have good friends among
foreigners and English
I have my dearest friends and my
sister back in Estonia

Tension:
I have many good friends at home,
but will I find any friends here
I have many good friends back at
home, but I am away from them

Comparison

Tension
becomes
controlled

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I have many nice friends
here in England
My relationship with my
sister and friends in
Estonia has become more
interesting

Tension:
I am very attached to my sister, but have to be
away from her
I enjoy the company of my Estonian friends a lot,
but have to be away from them
I enjoy my life here, but sometimes I miss my
sister and Estonian friends

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I can find nice friends here too
There are other people like me
I want to become friends with
English people too

Action in specific
activity settings
becomes regulated by
constructed signs:
I have to be active myself

Claims about one’s being:
I want to grow personally, so it is good to be
away from my friends and sister
Our new experiences enrich our relationships
I can always call them if I feel lonely here
Life has to move on
My friends are like me, they want to have an
interesting life
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.7.3.3 R. – I have good friends both in England and in Estonia
8.7.3.4 I am a smart woman from East-Europe
R.’s everyday experiences have led her to construct an idea of herself as an
Eastern-European person (see Figure 8.7.3.4): “I don’t consider myself to be
Nordic, not to mention Scandinavian. I do think I am Eastern-European […]
These days it is more fashionable to consider ourselves, Estonia to be part of
Nordic countries. But I am not ashamed of our Eastern-European heritage or
anything. For me, Estonia is Eastern-Europe and there is nothing to do about it”
(INT1, 08/06). In her mind this sign has a positive connotation: “Perhaps some
sort of laissez-faire style. I don’t panic about meeting certain rules or following
certain career paths [sighs] [...] Carelessness and perhaps some sort of
negligence and laziness, that are considered to be typical Russian characteristics”
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(INT1, 08/06). This positive idea she has about Eastern-Europeaness is
interrelated also to R.’s positive attitudes towards Russian culture. That becomes
especially relevant for her during her stay abroad, when Russians, from whom she
has felt different in Estonia, suddenly become familiar and similar: “Funny
enough, I’ve started to miss Russians. I don’t emphasise the difference between
Russians and Estonians anymore. They seem to be more familiar than English. I
am happy to talk about my Russian friends and Russia” (QUEST, 11/06). While
these positive ideas turn into negative ones after the April 2007 events in Tallinn,
they still offer a possibility to deal with something familiar and offer a sense of
continuity in the midst of new experiences: “My love of Russian culture and music
decreased to something very tiny. Because at the moment I think that majority of
Russians are brain-washed and agree with Putin’s actions when it comes to his
Estonian-politics. Fortunately I have a Russian friend who is like a voice of
reason for me, that I shouldn’t make generalizations” (QUEST, 05/07).
R.’s experiences in England create a rupture into her seemingly stable
and tension-free self-concept. She realizes that the label “Eastern-European”
might have a rather negative connotation in that new socio-cultural context: “It
seems they don’t have good opinion about Polish [...] I didn’t think anything bad
of Poland [...] for me, I thought Poland was more developed than Estonia, what is
there to be ashamed of. But yeah, it seems Polish are simple workers here.
Typical Eastern-Europeans” (INT2, 04/07). R. has to deal with this tension
between her own positive identification with East-Europe and others’ negative
attitudes towards that identity. In her attempts to deal with this tension R.’s
feelings and thoughts are fluctuating. On the one hand, she finds positive signs
that are related to that identity and therefore strengthen her existing selfunderstanding: “I’ve heard people saying that women from East-Europe are
pretty. If they consider me to be Eastern-European, I am not that sad about it, to
be honest” (INT2, 04/07). On the other hand, she tries to differentiate herself from
the image British people might have about Eastern-Europeans: “I don’t want to
classify myself as part of the gang who is earning easy money with simply jobs
here in England” (INT2, 04/07). She has not yet had enough experiences of the
people around her and she does not know how they perceive her. She also has not
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yet been able to demonstrate her personality, skills and abilities, and therefore
feels somewhat insecure. R. is trying to cope with this anxiety by choosing to
identify with the possible positive meanings related to the social category of
Eastern-Europeans, while distancing herself from the possible negative ones. In
addition to the off-putting incidents related to the East-European identity, R. also
experiences antifeminist attitudes from one of her co-students: “I’ve never felt
inferior due to my gender. Not in any groups have I felt less smart or less capable
than men. On the contrary” (QUEST, 12/06).
Rupture
(move to England)

Rupture
(contacts with people in England)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am Estonian
I am Eastern-European
I love Russian culture
I think Eastern-Europeans are
more relaxed and generally
okay

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am Estonian
I am Eastern-European
I love Russian culture
I think Eastern-Europeans are
more relaxed and generally
okay

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am Estonian
I am Eastern-European
I think Eastern-Europeans are okay
My friends know me and don’t judge me
based on my nationality

Increases tension

Voices of the others:
English people:
People who are different
from me
Russians:
People who are similar to
me

Tension:
I know who I am, but who are
those people around me
I know who I am, but how do
others perceive me

Comparison

Voices of the others:
English:
People who don’t like
Eastern-Europeans

Tension:
I am Eastern-European, but people don’t have
a high opinion about Eastern-Europeans
Eastern-Europeans here are simple workers,
but I am here to study
I am a smart Eastern-European woman, but
people here think that girls from EasternEurope are lax in morals and stupid

Tension
becomes
controlled

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I am Estonian
I am Eastern-European
Talking about Russia and
Russians reminds me of home
and makes me feel good
Tension becomes controlled

Claims about one’s being:
People think that Eastern-European women
are pretty, so I am happy to be EasternEuropean
I have to prove that Eastern-European women
can be smart
I cannot disgrace Estonia and womenkind
It is the person that matters, not the
nationality

Action in specific
activity settings
becomes
regulated by
constructed signs:
I will show them that
Estonian women
are smart

Figure 8.7.3.4 R. – I am a smart Eastern-European woman
In her attempts to deal with these tensions, R. turns to her selfunderstanding as a smart and successful young woman from Estonia. She wants to
demonstrate that young women from East-Europe can also be intelligent and
achieving: “I feel the obligation to perform well. Even more, I cannot disgrace
Estonia and womankind here” (QUEST, 11/06); “I was proud to tell my friends
here that I’m going to visit a friend who is studying at Oxford – as if it is a proof
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that Estonians, and women are not that dull after all” (QUEST, 11/06); “In
general I think I’m not considered too dull here. But I need to still work hard,
because among other things I still want to improve the image the English have of
Eastern-European women” (QUEST, 03/07). R. is not willing to change her ideas
about herself under the external pressure, but rather executes her active agency
and tries to changes the collective culture through her externalizations.
As the time goes by, the issue of Eastern-Europeaness seems to fade
into the background of R.’s everyday functioning. The question of nationality
loses its importance to R. – she does not consider others’ nationality to be an
important characteristic anymore and sees also her own nationality to be less of a
problem: “I’m not fussed about being Eastern-European and foreigner. Rather I
want to show my skills and abilities and study well” (QUEST, 01/07); “I don’t like
to be considered purposefully different because of my nationality […] Of course it
does not mean that I’m ashamed of my status as foreigner or try to become
Anglicized Estonian […] Simply, you need to have some common interests or
‘history’” (QUEST, 03/07); “Perhaps I had this complex at the beginning. But it
is starting to… I think now my personality matters more than my ethnic
background or something” (INT2, 04/07). She is starting to feel comfortable in
her new context, she knows people and others know her and in the midst of these
experiences her being Eastern-European loses its criticality: “I am starting to
make fun of it. For example, someone asked me, what you will do if you don’t find
any funding. Do you become a prostitute? [incomprehensible] [I told him that] I
presumed you knew that I already was. I don’t get upset about this anymore”
(INT3, 10/07).
8.7.4 Summary
R.’s case is interesting from the point of view of conceptualizing the external
pressures to a person’s identity negotiations. The issue of Eastern-Europeaness is
not forced on R. by her new experiences. She already uses that identity to think
about herself. However, her picture of herself as Eastern-European is somewhat
different from the image the collective culture has about the same social category.
R.’s case reveals how the semiotic auto-regulation is used in the process of
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turning a negative collective representation into a positive personal one. Even
more it allows seeing how one uses one’s active agency to influence the collective
meaning through externalizing one’s personal sense.
R.’s case also brings out the importance of the imagined other in the
personal sense-making. The imagined other, ‘English’ or ‘native-speakers’ are
often present in R.’s talk. They function as a mirror to assess the self or ‘us’. This
case also allows seeing how the difference between self and other becomes
blurred and the other becomes part of the self in the course of one’s life events.

8.8 The case of T.
8.8.1 Background
At the outset of the study T. is 19 years old. She comes from a small town in the
North-East of Estonia, from the region that has the highest proportion of Russian
inhabitants. T. comes from a Russian family. Both of her parents were born in
Estonia, but are Russians by ethnicity. At home T. speaks Russian with her
parents and younger brother. However, she has attended the only Estonian school
in town and therefore is fluent in Estonian.
T. was a very good student in high school. She graduated with the
silver medal, the second highest graduation grade in the Estonian education
system. After some struggles in finding a suitable subject, T. decides to start
studying engineering at the university. She chooses a well-known university in
one of the Midland’s biggest cities. Before starting her undergraduate studies in
the UK, she had never lived away from home and never visited the UK. However,
the summer before starting her studies, she lived and worked as an au pair in
Ireland.
8.8.2 Timeline analysis
The analysis reveals four main themes with related sub-themes in T.’s case that
are re-occurring throughout the study period (see Table 8.8.2). These themes are:
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1. Adult in England, child in Estonia:
•

I am responsible adult in England, but can still be child at home

•

Financial difficulties

•

Stress, fatigue and insecurity related to work

•

Home as a safe place to rest

2. Open-minded, but responsible me
•

Mother as a moral anchor

•

Church as an important part of my life

•

Conservative vs. open-minded and responsible me

3. I take my relationships more easily now:
•

Friends in Estonia and in England

•

Old and new boyfriend

4. I am a Russian from Estonia
Timeline analysis shows that all these major themes occur throughout
the study period. In relation to the sub-themes, the March/April period seems to
be the time when the stress and fatigue related to work is the most evident, and the
related desire to go home and rest emerges. The topic of ethnicity occurs
throughout the study period, but it has to be kept in mind that this may be due to
the fact that the issues of ethno-cultural identity were initially focused on.
T.’s answers to the sentence completion exercise reveal her differing
feelings and attitudes towards Estonians as a nation and towards Estonia as a
country (see Appendix E, Table E8). She is relatively critical towards Estonians.
While she seems to value their strong sense of ethnicity and national pride to a
certain extent, as a Russian she cannot relate to that completely positively. Her
answers show that she distinguishes herself from Estonians; she is not part of
‘them’. She is a Russian and therefore sensitive towards the Estonian-Russian
tensions. This is especially evident in her answers during and after the April 2007
events in Tallinn and North-East Estonia. These somewhat ambivalent feelings
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towards Estonians are in contrast with her clearly positive feelings towards
Estonia. This is her homeland; the place where she belongs and cares about.
Hence, T.’s answers are in accordance with her self-definition “I am a Russian
from Estonia”.
Table 8.8.2 T. – Timeline analysis

8.8.3 Thematic analysis
8.8.3.1 Responsible adult in England, a child in Estonia
T. starts her undergraduate studies without any scholarship that would give her
financial security for the entire study period. Her family is not in the position to
support her financially and therefore she needs to find a part-time job to cover her
living expenses. However, finding a job turns out to be somewhat more difficult
than anticipated: “This month was quite difficult for me… because sometimes I
was strangely depressed, because I wasn’t able to find a job for a long while…
and I like it here… I get used to the life here more and more and actually there
are so many interesting people around me who I like to communicate with”
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(QUEST, 11/06); “The beginning was very positive, I came here and all those new
people and especially the first week. That was really interesting and I liked. [...]
And then the next month was like… I didn’t have a job; the money that I’d earned
in the summer was starting to end. […] It was really, well, a lot of worrying and
insecurity” (INT3, 09/07). T.’s feelings in the first months are fluctuating between
excitement related to the new way of living and worries caused by the financial
difficulties. These inner worries are increased by the dialogue with her father,
who, being worried of her daughter and not being able to support her, suggests to
return home: “Well, in the beginning when I came here, I didn’t have, I wasn’t
able to find a job and then my father told me that why did you go there in the first
place! Did you think it was going to be easy!” (INT2, 04/07). The everyday life
experiences (e.g. “I like it here”, “I have to find a job to be able to stay here” etc.)
and the dialogues with the others (e.g. “If you don’t find a job, you have to
return”) make T. search for some sense of stability and continuity in herself that
would help to deal with this uncertain situation (see Figure 8.8.3.1). She finds this
feeling of continuity in the self-understandings that she has constructed about
herself: “When my father told me at some point that you have to return if you
cannot find the job, I said, why are you saying those things, you know perfectly
that I’m not coming back, I will find a way or I don’t know” (INT2, 04/07); “At
some point I thought, well, what will I do if it gets very difficult, perhaps I can’t
do it. But nobody said that it has to be always easy. I am used to this, I like it.
When things go too easily then I become lazy and don’t work anymore or
something” (INT2, 04/07). These self-understandings as generalized metasigns
(e.g. “Challenges motivate me”, “I am not the person who gives up easily”) help
to relate the difficult present in a meaningful manner with the past and through
that provide a positive input for the movement into the unknown future (e.g. “I’ve
managed difficulties before, I’ll be fine this time too”). In addition to these selfunderstandings T. uses others’ voices to deal with her insecurities: “My mother
has always been supportive [...] My father, he felt obliged to support me
financially […] Mother was a bit calmer […] Saying, don’t worry. I got more
support from my mother” (INT2, 04/07); “A girl from my course helped me out
quite a bit. […] She said, oh, don’t worry, everything is okay. Don’t start to think
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about all sorts of things. You can do it!” (INT2, 04/07). The confirmation from
the others to her self-understandings helps to manage the tension and move on.
Being pushed by her achievement orientation T. soon manages to find
two jobs that give her the possibility to make ends meet. Her life in England
becomes a life of a responsible and independent grown-up: “This hard-working [a
word from the self-description exercise], it has more meaning now, now I actually
do work. And I could also add that I am more responsible now. I have so many…
and more independent. [...] I have always been quite independent […] but now I
have to also earn my living. Perhaps I don’t even realize yet how independent I
actually am” (INT3, 09/07). However, this new independent life that is filled with
studying and working brings along new tensions: “This month has been quite
crazy ☺… In the sense that I had many things to do at school, plus the work… I
didn’t have any spare time… this period was quite stressful” (QUEST, 03/07). In
the midst of this stress-laden period T. dreams of home as a place where she can
finally rest and relax: “I bought my tickets to home… to go home in the end of
March and I cannot wait to go… [...] Since I returned, I have been to the classes
every day and then at work during the weekends and sometimes also in the
evenings… and I am a bit tired…[…] and then HOME… TO REST!!!” (QUEST,
03/07); “It is so nice to rest at home… when mother is always close… and cooks…
and is very, very NICE with me!!!☺” (QUEST, 01/07). Home becomes for her a
safe place where she can forget about her worries in England. It is a place where
she does not have to be an independent grown-up and can just enjoy being a child
again: “For me it is simply the time when I don’t have to think about the
university, work, cooking, finances… I just want my parents to take care of me
once again for a while ☺” (QUEST, 03/07); “A lot of positive time is related to
my being at home. It was like every time I had, something negative happened, I
went home and things turned positive again. […] Sometimes I just get tired of
studying and everything, working. Then I need to go somewhere for a change.
Home” (life-trajectory drawing task, INT3, 09/07). T. seems to feel comfortable
and secure in the role of independent grown-up, and home, as a place where she
can be a child again, is not a threat to her independence, but rather is seen as a
safe haven (see N.’s case for comparison). New metasigns become constructed:
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“Home is a safe place to rest” and “At home I don’t have to worry about
anything”. These help to reduce the tension and deal with stress-laden periods;
there is something to strive towards. The stress becomes more manageable, it is
no longer an overwhelming feeling, but a period that has an end – it ends, when T.
can finally go home.

Rupture
(failed attempts to find a job)

Rupture
(experiences in England)
IRREVERSIBLE TIME
Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)

Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I like challenges
I want to see the world
Difficulties motivate me
I am achievement-oriented
I am hard-working

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I like it here
I will not give up that easily
I will work and study and I’ll be
fine

Tension:
I am not afraid of
difficulties, but feel
insecure here
I want to stay here, but it is
impossible if I don’t find a
job

Voices of the others:
Father:
Who suggests that she
may have to return
Voices of the others:
Mother:
Who says not to worry
Friend in England:
Who says that I can do it

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I like it here and I want to stay here
I will not give up
I have to work and study hard when I
am in England
I can rest and relax when I am at home
I am independent and responsible here
Tension:
I want to be here, but I am tired
I can do it, but sometimes I
would like to rest
I am independent, but sometimes
I’d like to be taken care of

Reduces tension
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I like it here and I want to stay here
I will find a way
I will not give up that easily
Challenges motivate me
Tension :
I like it here, but it is difficult if I loose my job
I am fine now, but what happens when the studies
become tougher

Tension:
I want to be here, but I need to work
and that is tiresome
I can do it now, but happens when
the studies become tougher

Claims about one’s being:
I am independent and responsible in
England
I have to work and study hard in
England
I can rest at home
At home I don’t need to worry about
anything
I find comfort at home if I’ve had a
difficult period

Figure 8.8.3.1 T. – Adult in England, child in Estonia
8.8.3.2 Open-minded, but responsible me
The move to England creates a rupture in T.’s usual way of being and she needs to
make sense of this new way of living. She recalls her life at home as a life of a
calm and well-educated girl, who went to church with her mother every Sunday.
The life in England is very different. It is full of parties, meeting new people,
smoking, drinking – all the things that T.’s previous life did not include, and
therefore she needs to figure out how to relate to these new experiences: “I’ve
been before quite conservative in everything, in behaviour and everything. When I
came here, I started to… All these people that surround you, they take things very
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easily… If there is a party, then it is a party, if we drink, then we drink, that kind
of things… And I feel I’ve started to take things more easily as well. I’m not sure
yet, if it is right or wrong. Sometimes I feel guilty. How come? Before I would’ve
never had parties like this or something. But now it’s like… Sometimes I don’t
know what’s happening to me” (INT2, 04/07); “Initially I thought, I’d come here
and I’d study and work and behave very properly and this kind of things. Now it’s
like, I even see myself that sometimes I feel guilty. But then you start to think that
we have a nice company, friends, why not go out, to some party or something”
(INT2, 04/07). Her feelings in relation to this new way of living are fluctuating
(see Figure 8.8.3.2). On the one hand, she enjoys being free and open-minded,
living the life of a student. On the other hand, it is against everything her mother
and church has taught her and therefore she sometimes feels guilty. The mother is
an important dialogue partner in T.’s inner discussions. She seems to be the moral
anchor for T., who represents the right and good way of living, and she does not
want to disappoint her: “When I went to church in Estonia together with my mum.
My mother doesn’t drink or smoke or anything like that [...] When I came here
I’m more free and I can’t tell my mother all the things that I do here because I
know she would, it has a bad influence, and I know she would be very worried.
That if I feel myself that it is not that big of a threat. But sometimes I do think
what if my mother knew or something like that” (INT2, 04/07). T. tries to regulate
her feelings of doubt, guilt and shame by constructing a sign “Telling mother
about my experiences, will hurt her”. In this way she is protecting her mother
from worrying too much and that helps to reduce the anxiety and conflicting
feelings. Her relationship with the church also changes: “That church where I
used to go…When I came here I really wanted to go there. But now I notice that I
take the church more easily too. It starts to fade to the background, all the things
my mother taught me. I do go to the church still, but it’s a bit different. I have
friends there now and so on. But sometimes I feel strange that I go to the church
in a different way” (INT2, 04/07). T. notices a change in her behaviour, but is not
sure how to relate to this change. On the one hand, she seems to be drawn to the
idea of taking it more easily, but on the other hand, the teaching of the church and
of her mother is still very important.
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In this movement from conservative to open-minded person, T. is also
in dialogue with other people around her. The main dialogue partners are her
friends from England: “It has never been difficult for me to resist, now it is not
difficult either. But sometimes, now I say like this, that sometimes I want to drink
something and I go and buy. It is a bit surprising though, because before I
would’ve never…Like, if I once said that I will not, then I will never do it. But now
when I’m here and I sometimes feel like drinking or something… But I don’t like
people putting pressure on me. If somebody starts to push me, then I’ll definitely
say no, even if I actually would like to” (INT2, 04/07); “I feel freer here. I know
that I have certain limits within me, that if I do something, then I do them… I
know myself. But still, that I allow the environment to influence me so drastically.
I say, I am as I am and actually I don’t care what other people think of me.
Sometimes I even say it out loud, why do you want to change me. I like the way I
am and that’s how I am” (INT2, 04/07). T. is struggling with the idea that others
have influenced her thinking and behaviour. She is using others’ reactions to
evaluate her new way of being: “Also my friend who was visiting me here from
Estonia, said oh, you have changed so much […] That you take it, that you are not
so conservative anymore. She didn’t say anything, whether it was good or bad”
(INT2, 04/07). She is not sure if this new way of being is good or bad and whether
this should become part of her self-understanding and way of living.
In the search for this clarity she finds it important to differentiate
herself from the lifestyle of the other students: “I always know what I’m doing and
I somehow have this self-confidence that I can, I don’t know, control myself. [...]
It’s not like I’ve forgotten all my previous principles. Came here and now I do
what I feel. Freedom! Freedom! I don’t feel like now I’m so... I notice that many
of those people with whom I live, when they come here, they say it is so good, the
parents are far away, I can do what I want. This kind of childish attitude. I don’t
see this kind of attitude in myself” (INT2, 04/07). Even though she has started to
behave to a certain extent like them, she is not like them after all. She can be more
open-minded and less conservative, but she does not have to give up her values.
Differently from others, she has her boundaries within which she allows herself to
be free and open-minded. This connects her to her old way of being in Estonia,
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relates her to the moral teaching of her mother and the church, hence offering a
sense of stability and continuity.

Rupture
(move to England)

Rupture
(contacts with Estonian friends)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)
Increases tension
Tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am conservative
I don’t drink or smoke
Church is an important part of
my life
I follow the moral teachings of
my mother

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am open-minded
I take things easily
I follow my moral principles
I am a responsible person
I know what I am doing

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am open-minded within my limits
I know what I am doing
I am a responsible person
I follow my moral principles
I am the same person

Increases tension
Voices of the others:
Mother and the church:
People who have
taught me moral
principles

Tension:
I like to follow my
conservative moral
principles, but I also like
this open-mined and free
student life

Voices of the others:
Friends in Estonia:
People who think that I
have changed

Tension:
I am as I have always been,
but others tell me that I have
changed
I still have my moral
principles, but others see me
as a crazy party-girl

Dialogue
Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension
Voices of the others:
Friends in England:
Young people who are
open-minded
Friends in England:
Young people who try
everything without
thinking

Claims about one’s being:
I am free and open-minded
within my limits
I am responsible person, not a
crazy party-girl

Claims about one’s being:
I have not changed
I still have my principles
Things around me have changed, but I am still the
same

Tension becomes controlled

Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.8.3.2 T. – Open-minded, but responsible me
By referring to her deeply rooted values and boundaries within which
she acts as an open-minded, but responsible person, T. creates a new status quo
after a period of self-search exemplified by fluctuating feelings and questions
about herself. After finding this balance, the questions of identity lose their
relevance. This is just the way she is in this new context and she does not find it
necessary to question whether it is the same or a different way of being: “I don’t
even like it when my friends say that, especially that one friend who visited me
here; they say that I’ve changed so much and so on. I don’t feel that I’ve changed
so much. Yes, my environment has changed, people around me, I have new
friends, I am in the university now, it is not a high school anymore, I don’t live
with my parents, I cook for myself, I work. Yes, this is what has changed. But
inside, I don’t feel that I’m a completely different person now. I’m still the same,
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just the things around me have changed, the work and everything, I have more
responsibilities now” (INT3, 09/07).
8.8.3.3 I take my relationships more easily now
The move to England brings along a change in T.’s social relations. As the time
passes the contacts with friends from Estonia become less frequent and the friends
from England become more and more important: “I also stay in touch with my
best friend… We talk once a week or so… And then sometimes I chat with my
friends in the MSN, but only if I have time…I don’t have much time now, because
now I have friends also here with who I spend my time… I cannot be tied to the
computer all the time… it is a bit sad, that I cannot talk to the people with whom I
was so close in the last years that often anymore” (QUEST, 11/07). There is a
period where she feels to be in-between – the old relationships do not have the
same feel anymore and the new ones have not become that strong yet (see Figure
8.8.3.3): “Now it is this kind of period, when these old friends are becoming… you
think to call, but then you think, well, why she hasn’t called me or… here these
relationships are not that strong yet, I am not sure if they actually care about my
problems” (INT2, 04/07). She feels disappointed that her Estonian friends do not
keep in touch with her: “I have my studies and my work, I’m always busy, I didn’t
have time to keep in touch and then I started thinking, well, why I have to be the
one writing to everybody” (INT2, 04/07). In the process of dealing with this
feeling of disappointment T. starts to reconsider her relationships in Estonia: “But
I have couple of friends with whom it is like this […] we met couple of times […]
but all the others, when I see them, I ask how they are doing, but it is not like, let’s
get together or something. [...] Well, I think it is okay. If they don’t contact me
when I am back, then I don’t want to push it either. So there are some people with
whom I studies, but we go on in different routes in life” (INT3, 09/07). The couple
of good friends, who have remained in her life, create a sense of stability and
continuity from her previous life to the current one. At the same time the new
friends with whom she has shared many new life experiences offer a bridge to
move forward into the future.
Similar transformations take place in T.’s personal meaning space also
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in relation to her love affairs. She breaks up with her boyfriend when she moves
to England. However, he is still an important person in her life and they continue
communicating via emails. She reconsiders their relationship as friendship and
seems to be content with that: “When I was there in the winter, then we met and
we talked, but somehow I felt that we are just friends and it is better this way”
(INT2, 04/07). However, this status quo is disturbed by the news that the exboyfriend is seeing somebody else. This creates confusion and tension: “I felt so
strange, because I thought I should’ve been the first person he told this, why
didn’t he tell me […]Anyway, when I go home in the summer, I want to see him
and make things clear. I cannot just leave things unfinished like this” (INT2,
04/07). However, when looking back to her reactions later T. says: “I’ve started to
see this situation differently […] I reacted somewhat childishly or something like,
why he didn’t tell me and blablablaa. When I was at home now, then I felt that we
are friends and that is easier and better for us now” (INT3, 09/07). The situation
is reconsidered and balance is achieved through new metasigns: “I am smarter
now”, “I am more mature now”, “It is better for us to be friends”. The experience
in the past that caused inner tension is related in a personally meaningful way to
the present situation. The two separate episodes with two different reactions are
connected to each other on the level of meaning, creating a sense of continuity in
the flow of ever-changing everyday experiences and the unique reactions to them.
Similar sense-making processes are evident also in the case of T.’s
experiences with her new boyfriend. Their relationship develops from friendship
to “something more than friends” (INT2, 04/07). However, T. is not sure how
exactly she feels about this affair: “This relationship is different, compared to
what I had before. I just feel that I am not taking the relationship that I have now
so seriously. It is more like a friendship, but I am not sure yet. We have started to
build this relationship, but I don’t know yet, where it will take us. […]. But still I
am not yet [incomprehensible] my feelings or what I expect of this relationship. I
am taking it very easy” (INT2, 04/07).
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Rupture
(move to England)

Ruptures
(contacts with ex-boyfriend,
starts a new relationship)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)
Increases tension
Tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I have many good friends in
Estonia
My friends in Estonia are very
important for me
I enjoy meeting new people here
I broke up with my boyfriend in
Estonia, but we are still friends

Voices of the others:
Friends in Estonia:
People who don’t call
or write to me

Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I have good friends both here
and in Estonia
My ex-boyfriend is still an
important part of my life

Tension:
My real friends are in Estonia,
but I cannot be in contact with
them all the time
I have many friends here, but
I don’t know if they truly care
about me

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I have good friends here and in
Estonia
I have a boyfriend here
I take that relationship easily
I am an open-minded and easygoing person
Tension:
I thought me and my exboyfriend were still important
to each other, but he lied to
me
I have a new boyfriend, but I
am not taking this relationship
seriously

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I have good friends both here and in
Estonia
It is normal that relations change with
time
My ex-boyfriend is still an important
part of my life

Claims about one’s being:
It is normal that some relationships
disappear from my life
I can be in a relationship and not take
things seriously
I am an open-minded and easy-going
person

Tension becomes controlled

Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.8.3.3 T. – I take my relationships more easily now
On the one hand, the idea that she is “taking this relationship very
easy” is new to her: “Before I wouldn’t have even considered a relationship of this
kind. Before the things were much more serious. I’d never have thought that I’d
have a relationship of this kind, that even I don’t take it very seriously” (INT2,
04/07). This new experience does not fit into the old picture T. has about herself.
However, this new way of seeing her relationships is consistent with her new way
of being a more open-minded person. It allows making sense of this experience.
These reactions to different separate life experiences become connected and feed
into the construction of a metasign “I am an open-minded person”. At the same
time this metasign is used in the next moment to make sense of the situation,
creating therefore a cycle that feeds forward into the future and functions as a
filter through which to interpret one’s experiences: “I don’t know, I take things
more easily now. We will see what the future brings” (INT3, 09/07).
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8.8.3.4 I am a Russian from Estonia
T. sees herself as a Russian by ethnicity, but finds it always important to
emphasize that she is not a real Russian, because she was born in Estonia: “Above
all I feel that I’m Russian. We speak Russian at home and my parents are
Russians. Perhaps this is the way they have educated me, that firstly you are
Russian. Grandma and granddad came from Russia […] And then mom and dad
were born here and me… [...] Somehow it’s like this, that first of all I’m a
Russian. But Estonian, perhaps in this sense that I don’t consider myself Estonian
by nationality, but I was born in Estonia and Estonia is still my homeland and it is
very important for me. This language and everything is also part of me. I can’t
just say that I am Russian and that’s it” (INT1, 09/06). Having been born in
Estonia during a period where the relations between Estonians and Russians were
tense, T. has come to respect both sides of her ethno-cultural background – she is
in-between, being “a Russian from Estonia”. This is the metasign she has
constructed that has helped her to deal with the tension coming from imagined and
real dialogues with Estonians who claim that she is not a real Estonian (see Figure
8.8.3.4). It is also the metasign that helps her to deal with the pressure from
grandparents who emphasize her Russian roots: “For example my grandparents,
they perhaps even mind if I don’t say, if I say that I am a Russian from Estonia;
that I am not a real Russian” (INT3, 09/07). It seems as if the question of
nationality is not important for T. when she arrives to England, she knows who
she is and does not need to worry or think about it.
However, her first experience abroad brings those questions to the
surface. Her experience in Ireland before arriving in the UK makes her emphasize
that she is from Estonia and not from somewhere else: “They always said that I
was Polish. And I kept telling them, that I was not. […] It hurt my feelings, it was
like, how can you not remember that I’m not from Poland […] It’s still, I don’t
know, I think it does matter to the person, it is important if I’m, for example,
Russian who lives in Estonia. It is important to me” (INT1, 09/06). With the move
to England the issue of ethnicity arises from another angle. Now the question is no
longer about differentiating Estonia from other countries, but it is about her being
“a Russian from Estonia”: “And sometimes they didn’t understand how come I
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was born in Estonia, but still say that I am Russian” (QUEST, 03/07). The sign
that functioned effectively in the Estonian context seems not to be functional in
her new socio-cultural milieu, forcing T. to deal with her ‘in-between being’.
Sometimes she finds herself emphasizing her Russian-ness: “Sometimes somebody
makes fun that Russia is this and that; then I start to defend Russia and say bad
things about their country […] It’s not that I defend Russia. But if it’s something
against Russians” (INT2, 04/07). Other times she finds it important to distance
herself from Russia and emphasize her Estonian-ness: “Sometimes, when
something related to Russia comes up, then I even say that I am not from Russia, I
don’t know that much about Russia […] But when they ask where I am from, then
I say from Estonia, because in reality I have never had a relationship of this kind
with Russia”.
On the one hand T.’s everyday experiences in England continue to
support her idea of herself as “a Russian from Estonia”. She can use both of these
dimensions in her self-understanding to communicate with people and build
relationships. Her best friend in England is similar to her – a Russian girl from
Latvia. “Especially the girl from Latvia, with her even the way of thinking is
similar. She is also not Latvian by nationality. With her I feel that very many
things are similar” (INT2, 04/07). But she also enjoys contacts with Estonians:
“Now I am very happy that we do keep in touch also with her [another Estonian].
I can speak Estonian […] I visited her couple of days ago and you feel, that she is
one of my people, certain topics and so on, it is easy to talk” (INT2, 04/07). On
the other hand, this metasign “I am a Russian from Estonia” starts to fade to the
background in T.’s everyday functioning: “When I am here in England then there
are people all over the world. And people always ask, where are you from. But I
don’t feel that it is that important for me now. I know that we are all very different
here, but at the same time we are also equal, especially in the university” (INT3,
09/07). It seems that while initially the question about one’s ethnicity was an
important sign for oneself to create a link with the past, and for others to position
oneself in relation to others, with time the focus seems to shift from these ethnocultural identities, to more interpersonal matters (e.g. “We are different but also
equal here”).
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Rupture
(contacts with
Estonians in Estonia)

Rupture
(contacts with
foreigners abroad)

IRREVERSIBLE TIME

Uknkown future self (AS COULD BE)
Increases tension
Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 1:
I am a Russian
I am form Estonia

Tension
Present self (AS IS)
in time 2:
I am a Russian from Estonia

Present self (AS IS)
in time 3:
I am a Russian from Estonia
I am equal with others here
These are my friends and
colleagues and their nationality is
not important

Increases tension

Voices of the others:
Grandparents:
People who were born
in Russia

Dialogue

Tension:
I am Russian, but I was
not born in Russia, so I
am not a real Russian
I was born in Estonia,
but I am not Estonian

Voices of the others:
People in Ireland:
People who think that I’m
Polish
Friends in England:
People who don’t understand
why I’m Russian if I was born
in Estonia
Voices of the others:
Russian girl from Latvia:
Person who is like me
Estonians in England:
My people

Voices of the others:
Estonians:
People who are
different from me

Tension:
I am a Russian from Estonia, but
people don’t understand that
I am Russian from Estonia, but
people think that I am Polish
I am not from Russia, but
sometimes need to defend
Russians

Reduces tension

Semiotic auto-regulation to reduce tension

Claims about one’s being:
I am a Russian from Estonia
Tension becomes
controlled

Claims about one’s being:
I am a Russian from Estonia
We are all different, but equal here
The nationality is not that important here
Tension becomes controlled

Figure 8.8.3.4 T. – I am a Russian from Estonia
8.8.4 Summary
From the model refinement perspective, T.’s case points to two issues. Firstly, the
change in the socio-cultural context does not seem to cause a serious and negative
rupture in her life. Even though it brings up the questions of identity and makes
her redefine herself in relation to her family and friends, in terms of her life as a
child or as an adult, as a good girl or as an independent-minded, but responsible
woman, as well as work on her self-definition as a Russian from Estonia, the
rupture seems to be more subtle and gradual. The redefinition of her being that
occurs during the study period seems to be a relatively steady process and not a
sudden and dramatic change. Therefore, this case offers material to further think
about different types of ruptures and their impact on personal identityconstruction efforts.
Secondly, T.’s case is useful also for thinking about the role of others in
personal sense-making efforts. Different others have different roles in her auto228
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dialogues: they are criticizing her, supporting her, they are in dialogue amongst
themselves through her. Some of the dialogues take place in the present, some of
the others’ voices take part in present dialogues, while belonging themselves to
the past. Some of these voices function to emphasize the difference between past
and present, others are used as mechanisms to connect the present with the past.
Hence, this case seems to point to the need for further refining the concept of the
others’ voices in the model in terms of their interrelations and functions in
semiotic auto-regulation.

8.9 Inter-case analysis
8.9.1 Themes of personal sense-making across the cases
The inter-case analysis indicates that content-wise the life-experiences of the
study participants are relatively similar. They are all, to a larger or smaller extent,
dealing with the following issues during the one-year study period:
•

Work, study, social life balance;

•

Friendships at home and new friendships in England;

•

New and old love-affairs;

•

Orientation towards success and achievements, desire to prove oneself, to
have a worthy study experience in England and personally rewarding and
successful professional life later in life;

•

Being Estonian abroad;

•

Unpredictability of the future in relation to place of residence, work,
studies, close relations.
While these themes are relevant for understanding the life-experiences

of all the study participants, the specific ways in which these topics emerge and
are dealt with differ across the eight cases. In other words, when it comes to
considering the young persons’ life-trajectories as these unfold during the oneyear study period, there are significant differences in terms of ruptures and
fluctuations that these life-experiences create.
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8.9.2 Move abroad as an expected significant rupture in individuals’ lives
The move abroad, i.e. changing one’s socio-cultural context was thought to be a
rupture in individuals’ lives in the current study. This was one of the events that
all the study participants were expected to perceive and interpret as a significant
break in their normal flow of being. However, as the inter-case analysis reveals,
the significance of this event to personal sense-making and re-configuring of
one’s intra-psychological system, differs across cases. It appears that this event is
perceived in two different manners by participants. On the one hand, the data
reveal that this change in person/environment relationship was perceived as a
highly positive event in case of H., E., L., N. and T. In these cases the new sociocultural context was seen as an enabling and affording, as a space that allows the
persons to become and be who they want to become and be. Therefore, the
personal meaning field is eagerly modified in order to respond to these positively
perceived and increased affordances. On the other hand, for A., P. and R. the
move to England does not cause a strong, sudden and positive rupture, but rather
is seen as an event that brings some new themes to the surface of one’s awareness
and creates a lingering tension within the self-system, but does not lead to a reconfiguration of the intra-psychological field. While the change in socio-cultural
context is still seen in a positive light, and the new environment is seen as
enabling, the effect this change has to personal sense-making is less intense. In
interpreting these two types it seems significant that the younger participants of
the study (19 to 23 years old) fall into the first type, while the older participants
(25 and 31 years old) fall into the second type.
However, it has to be kept in mind that while this kind of difference in
perception and resulting sense-making efforts is clearly evident in case of H., E.,
T. (strong, positive rupture), P. and R. (lingering tension), this interpretation has
to be considered somewhat more cautiously in case of A., L. and N. These three
individuals had already lived in England for some time by the time the current
study started. While their retrospective accounts seem to indicate this kind of
interpretation of their first experiences in the new socio-cultural context, it needs
to be regarded with some care. This has to be kept in mind also in relation to the
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life-trajectories that the participants were asked to draw as part of the lifetrajectory drawing exercise (presented in Appendix F). While the drawing of other
participants seem to be in accordance with the current analysis, the drawing of A.,
N., and L. cannot be used to triangulate this analysis, as they refer to the year of
the study and not to their first year in England.
8.9.3 Other events as significant ruptures in study participants’ lives
The classification of life events as causing a strong sudden rupture that leads to reconfiguring of the self-system or as causing a lingering tension within the intrapsychological field, can be applied also to other events in study participants lives.
The events that were considered to belong to those two types are presented in
Table 8.9.3. In addition to indicating whether the rupture was perceived as a
sudden and re-structuring or whether it caused a more lingering tension, it is
pointed out whether the rupture was positive or negative, where possible.
Importantly, the events in participants’ lives that had not yet happened, but which
were anticipated, and therefore influenced their sense-making efforts in significant
ways, are also included to the following list.
Table 8.9.3 Life-events as ruptures in study-participants’ lives
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Table 8.9.3 (continued) Life-events as ruptures in study-participants’ lives
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In addition to these two categories, the data seem to indicate a third
type of rupture. In this case the rupture is sudden and strong, but it does not lead
to the re-configuration of the self-system. This type appears in case of R. in
relation to the somewhat negative feedback to her last essays (see section 8.7.3.1
in this chapter for details). R.’s text reveals that while the low marks she received,
caused tension and anxiety, she attributed her failures to the external factors and
not personally to her core being (e.g., three essays is too much in such a short
period). Hence, this life-event, receiving negative feedback about one’s
performance, has the potential to create a serious negative rupture in R.’s normal
flow of being (see P.’s case in relation to negative feedback, section 8.6.3.1 in this
chapter). However, this possible outcome is blocked by semiotic auto-regulation.
The situation is interpreted as something that influences R.’s way of being in that
particular context, but does not have a serious effect on her self-system.
This kind of rupture, that creates a short-term strong tension within the
self-system, but does not lead to the re-structuring of the self-system, is evident
also in case of T. in relation to her changing jobs during the first year. Losing her
job is a sudden unpleasant life-event, which causes stress and anxiety by
reminding T. in important ways that her possibility of staying in England depends
on her ability to work. However, it does not lead to the re-structuring of the selfsystem, but rather has a short-term effect that fades into the background once new
job opportunities become available. Similarly, E.’s experiences with starting a
new job or moving to a new accommodation can be seen as sudden positive
ruptures, which create strong positive feelings for a short period, but do not lead
to the re-considering of one’s way of being.

8.10 Summary
The current chapter has given a detailed overview of the data analysis as it was
carried out in the current research project. The main part of the chapter
concentrated on the description of individual cases. Each individual case was
portrayed through the analysis of sense-making episodes, which concentrated on
specific themes. The intra-case analysis gave a detailed picture of the ways in
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which people use semiotic auto-regulation in order to create a sense of sameness
and continuity across space and time context.
In the final part of the chapter the trajectories of each individual case
were explored in order to bring out the cross-case patterns. On the one hand, the
inter-case analysis showed that, while the issues with which the young people had
to deal with during the study period were relatively similar, the effects these
experiences had on their lives and their personal sense-making (i.e. identity
construction), differed in some ways. On the other hand, the analysis showed that
certain similarities are evident across cases when the life-trajectories of the
individuals are considered using the idea of life-events as ruptures, which have a
potential to open up different future trajectories and can lead to the reconfiguration of the self-system.
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CHAPTER 9
EXTENSIONS OF THE MODEL
The model of identity construction developed in the current dissertation is meant
to be universalistic. It is not designed to explain the processes of identity
construction only in the case of Estonian students studying in the UK. While these
particular case studies have been the basis of model development and refinement,
they serve only as one example of the application of this conceptualization. It is
suggested that the same model can be used for understanding identity construction
as an episodic steady state of subjective sense of sameness and continuity also in
other time and space contexts. In order to show the applicability of this model to
other cases, two examples will be briefly discussed in this chapter. First, the
French schoolgirls’ headscarf affair as an instance of identity construction will be
discussed. Second, the questions about Indian identity as it is experienced by
Indians living in the United States, will be examined.

9.1 French schoolgirls’ headscarves as symbols of Islam identity
Since the last decade of the 20th century, the French schoolgirls’ headscarfwearing has caused uproar and debate on the French national arena, as well as
internationally. This controversial issue led to the passing of the law in 2004 that
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forbid the usage of ostentatious religious signs, including Muslim headscarves, in
public schools. This notorious affair offers an interesting example for analysing
the identity construction processes using the model proposed in the current
research project. The following discussion is based on John Bowen’s (2007)
historically and ethnographically oriented account of the headscarf issue.
Why do Muslim women wear headscarves? First, it is an item of
clothing and can be worn as such. Second, as any item of clothing it can be turned
into a religious or any other kind of symbol. Bowen’s interviews with young
Muslim women indeed show that the personal reasons for wearing or not wearing
a headscarf (or voile to use the French word that Bowen prefers) differ widely.
While the reasons for wearing a headscarf are usually related to one’s explorations
within the Islam religion, some women are clearly opposed to the idea, that voile
is a religious sign as such, but see it rather as a part of one’s way of being and
practicing Islam. While some Muslim women feel “naked” without a headscarf,
Bowen’s interviews also show that wearing a headscarf can in some cases also be
a passing phase in one’s life: the person in search for a sense in one’s life, turns to
Islam, reads the Qur’ân, memorizes the prayer, but returns to one’s previous way
of being after a while. To illustrate this, Bowen uses the example of a young
Muslim woman who turned to Islam after her father died, but returned to her
previous ways of living after a while. In this case trying out ‘Muslim identity’
remains an ordinary reaction to one’s unique life-experiences. It is related to other
experiences and therefore can be used trans-contextually. It is something to
remember and talk about, even regret of losing, but it does not reach the level of
generalization where it starts to guide and regulate one’s life. It is a way of
making sense of one’s being in a particular moment in time. It functions as a
temporarily fixed understanding of oneself that provides a sense of coherence and
sameness, but fades to the background in the flow of new subjective lifeexperiences.
In this sense, wearing a headscarf is like wearing any other item of
clothing. Some Western people wear black clothes when mourning someone. This
symbolic act helps to deal with this painful period in one’s life, and is therefore
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considered as part of one’s normal way of being that is not questioned or paid
special attention to. Similarly, some women wear skirts, while others never do.
For some women it is a symbol of femininity, for others simply a way of bringing
some variety into one’s wardrobe. To take this parallel further, while women’s
skirt-wearing does not usually imply an additional layer of meanings, men’s use
of skirts, or kilts as these are usually called in those instances, carries with it
certain (ethno-cultural) ideas and personal meanings. Yet again, these ways of
responding to one’s emerging life-experiences are considered to be normal, even
if sometimes unusual or even funny.
Taking this into account, it is interesting to see, how French
schoolgirls’ headscarves suddenly became an important affair in 1989 and has
remained a serious social issue in France ever since. It is something about the
space and time context, that turned an insignificant act of coming to school
wearing a voile, into a significant rupture in the lives of those girls, that made
them consider their Muslim-ness in important ways. Bowen describes this
moment in space and time as follows: “International ‘political Islam’ appeared on
the magazine covers in the form of Iranian women in Islamic dress, adding
another dimension to scarves in French schools. The conjuncture of domestic and
foreign threats made scarf-wearing into a national ‘affair’” (Bowen, 2007, p. 83).
The model proposed in the current research project enables us to see
this moment in time and space as a rupture that creates tension within the selfsystem and initiates a dialogue between different internal and external, real and
imagined voices. Simple personal reaction to one’s life-experiences, wearing a
headscarf one day at school, becomes accentuated by the voices of the others: the
teachers, the principle, other students, parents, friends, and mass-media. The
significance that is attached to that act from the outside brings together other
experiences with oneself and with one’s being in the world: “Voile shows my
affiliation with God”; “Wearing a voile is nobody’s business, it is between me and
God”; “Voile is a symbol of Islam”; “Islam=terrorism”; “I am not a terrorist, but I
want to wear voile”; “I was born in France, I speak only French, so I am French”;
“Other students see me as different” etc. All these different voices that become
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“audible” due to a rupture bring the questions about one’s identity on the surface
of one’s consciousness. These questions need to be answered and the tension they
create has to be resolved. The dialogues between those voices feed into a possible
construction of a highly generalized and personally defining subjective sign that
has a potential of starting to guide one’s life (e.g. “Above all I am a Muslim
woman”). An ordinary sense-making episode escalates into a construction of new
self-defining identity as a result of external pressure.
The material presented in Bowen’s book does not enable us to see, how
the French schoolgirls who happened to be in the centre of the headscarves
scandal resolved the tensions within the intra-psychological field. Nevertheless,
the model proposed in the current dissertation enables us to see how a simple act
of scarf-wearing may become an important trigger in constructing a certain
identity as an episodic steady state of the sense of sameness and continuity in the
flow of everyday experiences with the potential to guide one’s life in a very
general and significant manner.

9.2 “When do you go back home?”: Creating Indian identity in America
The second example of the model extension is related to the Indian diaspora in the
United States (US). With more than 25 million Indians living in 110 different
countries in the world, Indian diaspora is one of the largest in the world (Brosius
& Yazgi, 2007). According to Bhatia (2007), the Indian diaspora in the United
States was formed by many waves of arrivals and departures. The lived
experiences of the immigrant Indians differ widely in function of the sociocultural and economic circumstances of their departures and arrivals. In the
current miniature glimpse into that wide field of research, the experiences of these
Indians who belong to the post-1965 migration wave will be considered. This
generation of Indians moved to America, to the “land of opportunity” (Bhatia,
2007, p. 96) in search of a better life. They came to the country as students and
stayed to build their professional careers in highly-skilled sectors such as
engineering, computer sciences, medicine, etc. For them moving to America was a
route to success, a way of “making it big” (Brosius & Yazgi, 2007) – a collective
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image so clearly illustrated also by Kiran Desai’s (2006) recent award-winning
novel. The fact that many of those Non-Resident Indians (NRI) have become
successful and influential abroad and are interested also in the economic growth
of their homeland, has changed the general perception of the NRI-s (Brosius &
Yazgi, 2007). The Indian living abroad is not anymore seen as a deserter of the
homeland, but rather as a superior human, who has made it in the West, while
maintaining tight contacts with the homeland and its culture. Bhatia’s
investigation looks into the life-experiences of these members of Indian diaspora.
The current small illustration of the model use focuses on the
experiences of one of Bhatia’s study participants. Rani is a professional Indian
woman who went to America in 1970s to study, and stayed there in order to build
a successful professional career. For Rani it is important to emphasise that she did
not go to the United States as “somebody’s wife or somebody’s daughter” but
instead she went there as “a pioneering Indian woman to study” (Bhatia, 2007, p.
119). The decision to move to America was a progressive and conscious decision
of this independent woman. While, she does go back to India every once in a
while, especially when she feels lost and needs to find an emotional balance again,
overall she sees her life unfolding now in America. However, when asked to recall
an episode that made her feel ”unwelcome” in the US as an Indian immigrant,
Rani mentions a question that her friends and neighbours often ask her: “When are
you going back home?”.
According to the model proposed in the current research project this
simple question can be seen as a rupture in person’s normal flow of being. It is a
life-event that brings the questions of identity to the surface of one’s awareness.
Where is home? Where should she return? To India? But is India still home after
all these years, after all these ways of distancing herself from it and without the
intent to return? Does she still have to feel that India is her home? Or is America,
where she will never be allowed to forget about her otherness, home for Rani
now? Where does she belong? Who is she?
From identity construction point of view it is interesting to think why
Rani feels “unwelcome” when asked this question. For others this may be just
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another question that people ask each other every now and then. But for Rani it is
a question that does not allow her to forget that she is a foreigner. Clearly this
small incident in Rani’s life needs to be considered in connection with her other
life-experiences. Bhatia’s study sheds light to some of these. Take for example the
time when Rani’s supervisor at work asked her to go home and change her outfit
when she one day came to work wearing a sari. Bhatia’s study reveals many other
similar instances where people intentionally or unintentionally assign certain
identities to others and place them in certain desired and unwanted categories. The
above-mentioned question acquires this meaning for Rani precisely because it is
connected to similar kinds of episodes that do not allow her to simply be a
“pioneering woman”, but force her to be a “pioneering Indian woman”. The time
and space context where Rani is located makes certain words or acts meaningful,
while deemphasising others. We can assume that due to those little everyday
incidents the meaning of “Indian” has changed in Rani’s mind since her arrival to
America. We can also imagine that while her personal preference and emphasis in
her self-understanding “pioneering Indian woman”, was initially on the aspect of
“pioneering”, her experiences in America have brought the aspect of “Indian” into
the centre of her way of being, whether she wants it or not. In fact, Bhatia’s work
shows how many Indian immigrants try to neutralize the label “Indian” as a
signifier of their way of being, by referring to more universal labels, such as
“human being”.
It is proposed here that Rani’s case illustrates the kinds of identity
struggles that the current model enables to analyse and investigate. These are the
moments when personal and collective clash in important ways and new
subjective signs that have the power to guide one’s entire way of being become
constructed. While Bhatia’s own theorizing allows understanding the role of
others’ voices in the identity construction and the ways in which people are
constantly negotiating these voices in order to define themselves, the proposed
model adds a more person-specific dimension to this analysis. Put differently,
while Bhatia’s analysis concentrates on Rani’s supervisor’s demand to go home
and change her outfit, the current model suggests to analyze the life-trajectories of
individuals in order to understand also the reasons why Rani in fact went home
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and changed her sari, when French schoolgirls refused to take off their
headscarves.
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CHAPTER 10
GENERAL DISCUSSION
Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 focused on the empirical study that was carried out as part
of this research effort. In the final three chapters of the thesis, it is again time to
return to the theoretical issues and see how this theoretically oriented study has
improved our understanding about identity and identity construction. In this
chapter the underlying assumptions and general research questions of the study
will be re-visited. In the next chapter the proposed conceptual model will be once
again taken up and the aspects of it that need to be refined and further elaborated
based on the empirical data will be discussed. The dissertation concludes with a
short overview of the contributions this study has made to the general field of
identity research and socio-cultural theoretical tradition, as well as considering the
possible future directions of the project.
The research effort reported in the current dissertation set out to offer a
comprehensive and universal conceptualization of identity. That is, it aimed at
bringing together different strands of theorizing in order to offer a conceptual
model that explains both the process of identity construction and identity as a
result of this construction process in different time and space contexts, as well as
in relation to different content areas. In the current chapter it will be explored to
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what extent was this goal achieved. In other words, current chapter seeks to
answer the question, what have we learned about identity and identity
construction based on this research. In accordance with the general aim of the
research project this question requires a theoretically oriented answer. What new
has this research project offered to the conceptualization of identity and identity
construction? Has the research been successful in offering a model of identity
construction that is holistic (i.e. takes into account both the entity-like and
process-like nature of identity)? Has it been successful in offering a universalistic
model of identity (i.e. a model that is applicable to different time and space
contexts and different thematic content areas)? Has the proposed model been
useful for interpreting the sense-making efforts of young people who participated
in the study? Therefore, the general research questions that guided the current
investigation will be re-visited here. The specific research questions that are
related to the specific aspects of the conceptual model will be discussed in the
next chapter.
Nevertheless, the lessons learned from this research are not only related
to the theory. The empirical study offers insights into the methodological aspects
of the investigation, too. The current study adopted a longitudinal multiple-case
study approach and used multiple methods of data collection in order to
investigate the personal life-trajectories of young people and to reveal the lifeexperiences that triggered the identity construction episodes. Has the chosen
methodological approach been successful for investigating the personal sensemaking process? What were the strengths and weaknesses of the chosen
methodology? Let us try to answer each of these questions in turn.

10.1 Suitability of the conceptual model
The main aim of this research project was to offer a conceptual model of identity
construction and test the appropriateness of that model based on an empirical
investigation. In this part of the chapter the suitability of the model will be
discussed from two perspectives. First, it will be considered to what extent is the
proposed model theoretically fitting for explaining identity and identity
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construction. That is, it will be considered, to what extent can the proposed model
avoid the limitations of other identity theories that were referred to and criticized
in the beginning of this thesis. Second, the suitability of the model for interpreting
personal sense-making process, including identity construction will be discussed.
10.1.1 Theoretical acceptability of the proposed conceptual model
In accordance with the process ontological assumptions of the socio-cultural
tradition, that formed the theoretical basis of the current research project, the
proposed model focused mainly on explaining the identity construction process. It
was proposed that identity construction is not a special kind of psychological
function, but can be seen as part of person’s ongoing sense-making process.
However, while process ontology gives the primacy to the processes, it does not
deny the emergence and existence of the results of the process. Hence, it was
realized that it is one-sided to talk about the process, without giving any
explanation about the outcomes of that process. Therefore, it was proposed that if
identity construction is a process of creating personal sense, then identities can be
understood as a special kind of subjective signs, more specifically as personally
significant and highly generalized metasigns. This kind of conceptual model that
explains both the process and the outcome is here believed to be more complete
and holistic than these theoretical perspectives that focus on explaining either one
or the other. However, it is worth considering whether talking about identities as
subjective signs, as semiotic constructions, does not entify these and therefore
lead again to the essentialist view of identity. In other words, does this view take
us again back to the idea that identities should be seen as ‘things’ in people’s
heads?
10.1.1.1 Identities as constantly re-constructed personal meanings
According to the proposed conceptual model people do not function in the world
having ready-made and stable ideas about themselves and others in their heads.
Identities are not fixed and relatively stable signs that people have constructed and
thereafter repeatedly use. Furthermore, the existence of an identity should not be
taken as a pregiven, as a matter of fact which needs no further explanation.
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Instead, the conceptual model advocated here proposes that identities become
constructed when the situation requires. This is an important difference between
the proposed conceptual model and the view put forward by essentialist theories
of identity. To re-iterate, identity, for example ethnic identity, is not something
that everybody has, but rather a personal meaning that becomes constructed in
order to deal with certain life-situations. The fact that most people have
encountered these situations and therefore have constructed this meaning does not
turn it into a pregiven and universal phenomenon. From this perspective, it is
uncertain what exactly is under investigation in studies that aim at examining
trans-national identities, such as European, or ethno-cultural identities, such as
Estonian, on the inter-individual level. Is it a subjective sign which is used to
define oneself? Or is it a collective representation of being Estonian or European
which may not be personally relevant and self-defining?
It is argued here that the proposed conceptual model offers an
explanation how and why identities emerge. When trying to illustrate this process
of identity construction a metaphor of carpet weaving may be useful (Valsiner,
personal communication). A carpet becomes woven by using parallel and multiple
threads of yarn, which become tied together in knots. Personal sense-making can
also be seen as a process of carpet weaving. The threads or strands of personal
sense-making that differ according to their content are available for people to use
for weaving their life-carpet. The personal experience of reacting to different lifeevents is accumulated in those threads. But these are loose threads, which can be
taken up and tied together at any given moment of time in any given way. Joining
a knot may become necessary when a rupture occurs and a person needs to
temporarily find a balance in the flow of thoughts and ideas. The subjective signs,
including identities become created in those moments. In the next moment of time
the attention wonders elsewhere and the previously tied knot becomes irrelevant.
However, the threads that were used to tie this knot can be used again to tie
another knot somewhere else. What threads exactly are used to tie a specific knot
is not known before, nor is it clear how exactly the new knot will look like. The
life-situations the person encounters decide what kinds of knots become created.
In this process of weaving, new threads become created in time and added to the
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carpet to be used again in later stages, while some of the previously knitted
threads are left aside and not used anymore.
To put this into the context of the current empirical investigation, all
the students in the reported study had an experience of growing-up in Estonia and
being a person from Estonia. However, the exact meaning of being Estonian was
different for each of them. Furthermore, some of them did not encounter lifesituations where defining oneself as Estonian was necessary. For these individuals
this identity knot did not become created, while for others it needed to be tied
repeatedly to enable untying other undesirable but imposed identity knots.
The carpet metaphor also enables to deal with another question that
informed the study. If the subjective signs are always in the process of
construction and re-construction, how can they provide the person with the sense
of sameness and continuity? In the discussion of the subjective sign construction
Valsiner’s (2001) idea about the maintenance of the upright body posture through
continuous correction of episodic imbalanced states was used (see Chapter 4).
This parallel is worth keeping in mind when thinking about the subjective sign
construction that provides us with the necessary flexibility to react to ever-new
life-experiences, but at the same time offers a sense of sameness and continuity.
Returning to the carpet metaphor, the threads that become created in the flow of
irreversible time as a result of our reactions to the emergent life-experiences are
available for us to use whenever a new knot needs to be tied. The new knot
becomes joined using those already existing threads and this provides the person
with the sense of sameness. The two knots in the carpet are never equal, but the
fact that some threads in the knot are used again offers the sense of continuity to
the person.
As any metaphor, the carpet metaphor is only an illustration and
simplification of the real-life phenomenon. In reality, the subjective sign
construction process is obviously more complex. The idea that identities as knots
are always tied anew, applies also to all other meanings, hence also to the threads.
These are not once created and thereafter used in a stable manner, but also
continuously knitted and re-knitted in the flow of irreversible time. In this sense,
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each thread can be seen as sequence of little knots. However, the idea of already
existing meanings as threads that are relatively stable and identities as knots that
are created by tying together those threads seems to be a useful way of illustrating
the process and outcome of identity construction.
10.1.1.2 Identity construction as a boundary-process
The previous discussion demonstrates how the proposed conceptual model avoids
some of the limitations of other theoretical perspectives dealing with identity.
First, the question about identities as entities was considered, and then the
possibility of combining the ongoing sign construction and sense of sameness
provided by identity, was explained. One further question needs to be addressed
when discussing the theoretical suitability of the proposed model of identity
construction. Namely, how is the process of identity construction, seen as part of
the ongoing sense-making process, different from the criticized individualistic
processes of identity construction? In other words, how does the proposed model
explain a person’s functioning in relation to the context not in separation from it?
According to the inseparability claim (Sawyer, 2002) that has informed
the current research project, person and context should be seen as two parts of a
bigger whole. While these parts can be analytically separated, their dynamic
intertwinement has to be always kept in mind. That is, person and context are
mutually enabling and constraining, each becomes constructed and functions
through the ongoing interaction with the other. Personal meaning-making is
understood as a process at the boundary between person and environment. It is a
process that links the two parts of the whole together. The other flows into the self
through the process of sense-making. The other is there when the meaning is
created, by offering an other perspective that the self can turn towards oneself. It
is also there when the personal sense is externalized and turned into collective
meaning by offering a way of validating and verifying the personal sense. The self
and the context with its multiplicity of voices do not stand in separation from one
another, but flow into each other. The self feeds into collective and constrains the
collective through this process, and the collective creates certain boundaries for
the functioning of the self.
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Defining the relationship between the person and context as mutually
transformative avoids the danger of overemphasising the power of collective
discourses. The person can execute its agency and carve out for oneself niches
within the socio-cultural context that enable one to be who one wants to be.
However, this personal agency can be executed within certain boundaries. It is not
only about sense-making minds that can construct whatever they want to
construct. The constructed personal sense becomes verified by its consequences
and therefore constrained by the collective. Hence, the person and context are
intertwined. They come to inhabit each other through the process of sensemaking.
By taking this stance towards the description of person and context
relationship, identity as a personal sense, becomes a temporary stabilization of this
mutually transformative flow between the person and environment. It does not
describe solely the individual. It does not belong solely to the individual. It is a
construction at the boundary between the person and the context, which
temporarily defines the person’s position within and in relation to the context. It
says something about the person, but it says just as much about the context. In
other words, the sense is made by the individual, but it is always made of
something and in relation to something. It is assumed here that this constant focus
on the other, in relation to which the sense is made, keeps the person and context
inseparable.
Hence, it is argued here that seeing identity construction as part of the
personal sense-making process, that emphasises the intertwinement of person and
environment differs in important ways from the cognitive processes that are
proposed to explain the identity construction in individualistic perspective. The
mutually transformative nature of the person/context relationship is in the
proposed conceptual model maintained throughout the sense-making process and
it goes beyond the simple acknowledgement of the sociogenetic nature of personal
sense. It is argued here that differently from individualistic theories, the proposed
model does not only allow explaining why identities as personal meanings are
constructed, but also offer ways of understanding the process by way of which
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these personally significant and highly generalized signs emerge and continue
functioning.
10.1.2 Interpretative capacity of the proposed conceptual model
The conceptual model of identity construction that was proposed in the current
project emerged through the constant back and forth movement between the
theory and data. The general theoretical ideas within the socio-cultural tradition
were used to design the empirical study and these guided also the preliminary data
analysis. The proposed model of identity construction is based on those general
theoretical ideas, but was formulated based on the analysis of the cases from the
present empirical study. It enabled interpreting and analysing the data from all the
eight individual cases with their different thematic contents. In addition to this,
two further cases where secondary analysis was carried out were presented in the
thesis to demonstrate the possible extension of the model to other time and space
contexts and thematic areas. Based on this research effort it seems justified to
claim that the proposed conceptual model is a useful tool for interpreting and
making sense of the data about identity that is related to a variety of thematic
contents and socio-cultural contexts.
While the proposed model proved to be a useful tool for interpreting
these different cases one could ask, whether there, in fact, are any cases or any
empirical material which would not fit with the proposed conceptual model. In
other words, should the wide applicability of the model be considered as its
strength, demonstrating its universalistic and generic nature, or should it be seen
as the weakness of the model, which is too generic to be proven wrong.
The current research effort is based on the idea that the value of a
theory lies in its usefulness. Theory is seen as a vehicle that enables to ask
interesting questions and therefore produces exciting empirical work. It is also
seen as a tool for interpreting and making sense of the empirical data. According
to this view, theories are not different because one is more accurate than the other.
Rather theories differ in their ways of interpreting the world. Different theories
highlight different aspects of the phenomena under investigation and offer
249

10.General discussion

different kinds of explanations for the emergence, essence and functioning of the
phenomena. There are no right or wrong theories. There are just theories that
explain the world in different ways and some of these explanations are more
useful than others. In other words, some of them have more interpretative capacity
than others.
Several theoretical perspectives of identity were discussed in the
current dissertation. Individualistic theories of identity and social constructionist
perspective were disregarded as limited in favour of the socio-cultural approach.
The fact that they were considered to be limited is important here. The former two
perspectives were not abandoned because they were considered inaccurate. They
were simply seen to be too narrow for dealing with the complex and multifaceted
process of sense-making. As tools for interpreting complex, rich and often messy
qualitative data, which was believed to be necessary for understanding personal
sense-making, they were considered to be insufficient. While they are useful and
valid ways of dealing with other kind of research questions and other kind of data,
they seemed to be one-sided for the current research effort.
It is argued here that the proposed conceptual model can be considered
as a useful way of looking at identity and identity construction because it
highlights the universal aspects of this phenomenon. The essence of the
conceptual model is in the following cycle: rupture → semiotic auto-regulation →
re-establishment of person/context equilibrium. In the proposed conceptual model
this basic cycle has been used in conjunction with some other ideas about personal
sense-making that have been elaborated within the socio-cultural tradition over
the years. Importantly, the ideas concerning hetero- and auto-dialogues have been
essential in expanding this basic cycle and making it suitable for explaining
identity construction process. Many of these additional ideas, such as the notion of
rupture and the role of the other in identity construction, need further refinement
(see next chapter). Nevertheless, the current research project offers support to the
high interpretative capacity of the conceptual model, which is built around this
basic cycle, across different time and space context, as well as across different
thematic content areas.
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The current research project has been the first one were the proposed
model has been utilized. In this project, it proved to be a useful tool for
interpreting the data. The further work with this model, which applies it to other
contexts and contents, tries to find cases that fit, as well as the ones that do not fit
with the model, is critical for developing the model further. This future work
would enable seeing whether the claims about the universalistic nature of the
model are in fact justified. However, if the model can be a useful sense-making
vehicle also in those other studies, then it adds further support to the present
argument that the universalistic nature of the conceptual model should be seen as
its strength, rather than its possible weakness.

10.2 Suitability of the methodological approach
The previous part of this chapter focused on the theoretical issues and discussed
what was learned from the study in relation to the general research questions and
underlying assumptions. In this part of the chapter the methodological approach
used in the empirical study will be re-visited with the aim of pointing out what
ideas related to study design and data collection methods proved to be successful
for examining personal sense-making processes and what aspects need reconsideration. In accordance with the topics to be discussed, the following part of
the chapter will be more concrete and practical in its language.
10.2.1 Longitudinal study design
The current study was designed to last for one year. This choice was mostly
informed by the impossibility of knowing the exact life-events that would have
triggered the young people’s identity construction episodes and the specific
timeframes related to these events. Therefore it was decided that a one-year period
would be long enough to see the impact of the move to England as a rupture in
individuals’ sense-making, as well as to explore some other possible lifeexperiences and their influence. This decision seems to be justified in the case of
the current study. A shorter timeframe would have probably decreased the
possibility of seeing the fluctuations in personal sense-making and made it
impossible to explore the disappearance of certain themes. A longer study period
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would have placed too great demands on participants’ contribution, considering
that they were asked to report their experiences once a month. The decline in their
motivation was somewhat evident at the end of the one-year period, especially in
relation to completing the questionnaires. Also, the changing circumstances of
young people’s lives made it increasingly difficult to maintain their interest and
engagement beyond that time scale.
Nevertheless, while the one-year study period seemed to be justified in
the present case, it is argued here that in general the time-frame of the specific
events that are under investigation should be used as the basis for determining the
length of the exploration.
The study seems to indicate that the initially chosen design and
sequence of the study needs to be approached with significant flexibility in the
case of longitudinal investigation. In the current study the plan to gather some
collectively constructed data through focus groups was abandoned during the
course of the project. Also, the initial plan of having before-and-after interviews
was modified to include an additional interview in the middle of the study period.
However, the flexibility in the case of longitudinal design cannot be confused with
randomness in choosing the data collection methods. The current investigation
shows that the careful planning of the entire research period is necessary for
meeting the aims of the study, as well as for maintaining the motivation of the
study participants.
10.2.2 Data collection methods
Several comments should be made about the specific data collection methods used
in the current study. The semi-structured non-directive interviews were very
suitable for revealing the details of participants’ life-experiences and related
thoughts and feelings. They enabled to probe certain themes and gather necessary
detailed information about life-events that were only briefly mentioned in the
questionnaires. Similarly, the specific exercises that were used during the
interviews met their purpose of facilitating the discussion. However, the in-depth
interviews were retrospective in their nature and therefore did not reveal
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immediate reactions to specific life-events and related sense-making efforts.
While the study did not seek to investigate the micro-genetic process of sensemaking in its occurrence, it still needs to be kept in mind that time is an important
factor in sense-making as the relevance and importance of certain events change
as a function of time.
The use of monthly open-ended questionnaires seemed to a certain
extent to deal with this possible limitation of the retrospective nature of
interviews. The reactions to certain life-events that were collected with the
questionnaires were more immediate. The combination of these two data
collection methods seems therefore justified. However, the usage

of

questionnaires to gather information about life-experiences seemed to be suitable
in some cases, while it did not reveal much in others. Some study participants
seemed to enjoy writing about their experiences, while other gave very short and
superficial accounts. This reveals the need to be flexible in the usage of data
collection methods. It also points to the need to offer different ways of recording
personal experiences to different participants based on their preferences. For
example, audio-recordings might be useful for collecting personal reflections in
some cases. While the advantage of this data collection method is the relative ease
of usage for participants and possible immediacy in relation to life-events, the
difficulties of data analysis that stem from the quantity of the data need to be
considered when choosing this method. The usage of information technology, for
example online chat-rooms or personal or collective online blogs, is another way
of approaching this limitation of written questionnaires.
While the quality of the data collected with the open-ended questions in
the questionnaires differed across cases, the sentence completion exercise that was
repeatedly added to the questionnaires proved to be highly useful and suitable for
exploring the fluctuations in personal feelings and sense-making. This type of
questioning might therefore be an interesting and useful alternative to the openended questions when collecting data about significant life-experiences and
related feelings and thoughts.
The methodological approach used in the current research project with
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its strengths and weaknesses was discussed in the previous sections in general
terms. In reality, the design of the study and the choice of the methodological
approach go hand in hand with the theoretical considerations. The methodological
approach used here seemed to be fitting with the theoretical assumptions of the
current study, but this may not be appropriate for a study that utilizes a different
theoretical frame. Therefore, the lessons learned from the current study in relation
to the study design and data collection methods, should be re-assessed through a
specific theoretical lense in future similar kind of studies.
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CHAPTER 11
MODEL REFINEMENT
The current research project aimed to propose a model of identity construction
that would bring together different strands of theorizing within the socio-cultural
tradition, and offering a comprehensive account of identity construction as a
personal sense-making process. In this chapter another look at the proposed model
will be taken and these aspects of the model that should be developed further in
the light of the empirical material from the current study will be discussed. In
particular, the discussion will centre around two main topics: the role of the other
in personal sense-making, and the refinement of the concept of rupture. The
chapter will conclude with introducing a general idea of conceptualizing identity
construction as a weaving together of multiple, parallel and interwoven threads of
personal sense-making. Through the discussion of these issues the chapter aims at
examining the findings of the study in relation to the more specific research
questions, which were formulated using the proposed conceptual model (see
Chapter 1).

11.1 The role of the other in personal sense-making
Voice of the other is an essential component of the current model of identity
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construction. According to the model a rupture makes the perspective of the other
“visible” in the self-system. The empirical data from the current research project
enables one to look more closely at the ways in which the perspective of the other
can be present in the self-system, as well as allowing one to see different functions
the voice of the other can have in semiotic auto-regulation.
11.1.1 Forms of otherness within the self-system
Individual’s reaction to specific life-events sends a message to the surrounding
environment about that person. This message creates a sign about that person in
the minds of the others that by externalizing that sign offer feedback in form of
social suggestions to the individual. This way the external other can enter into
dialogue with the acting self. In addition to that, individual’s reaction sends a
message also to the person him/herself. Through this feed-forward loop or reverse
action in Vygotskian terms, the self will take the position of the other within the
self-system, looking back at the self from the perspective of the observer (see also
section 4.6.1). In looking back at the acting self from the perspective of the
observer, the self can use different positions within the self-system from different
time-frames, but also from different levels of generalization. Based on this
distinction between the external other and the self as the other within the selfsystem and using the empirical data from the current research project, a typology
of forms of otherness within the self-system can be proposed:
1. The external other can be present within the self-system as:
•

Personalized other – incoming social suggestion is connected to a specific
individual (e.g. “My father said, that if I don’t find work, I have to come
back”)

•

Universalized other – incoming social suggestion is attributed to a
generalized group of people, not to the specific person (e.g. “Other
Estonians think that I am prolonging my childhood”)

•

Institutionalized other – incoming social suggestion is attributed to an
institution (e.g. “University here considers me as a Home Student”).
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2. Self as the other can be present within the self-system as:
•

Observer of the acting self in the present – the reaction of the self is
looked back at by the observing self immediately after the act (e.g. “Did I
just answer this way to him?”)

•

Past self as the observer of the acting self in the present – the reaction of
the self is looked back at from the past position (e.g. “I used to have the
highest grades in my university at home, but now it is all gone”)

•

Anticipated future self as the observer of the acting self in the present –
the reaction of the self is looked back at from the anticipated future
situation. Life-goal orientations as applied to the person can be understood
as idealized and anticipated future selves that can be used to observe the
acting self in the present (e.g. “If I want to be a successful lawyer one day
I need to become more focused now”).
The perspective of the other perceived as a dialogue partner within the

self-system is always first imagined, even if it refers to a real other. That is, the
self is able to take the perspective of the other only if the other is imagined within
the self-system. However, the differentiation between the other that is real (i.e. a
real other imagined by the self) and the other who is imagined (i.e. an other who is
completely imagined by the self) can be useful when analysing the inner
dialogues. The anticipated future self as an observer of the present self falls into
that category of imagined dialogue partner. All the different external others can
also be imagined rather than real (e.g. “My mother would be worried, if she
knew”).
The typology proposed here is derived from the empirical data
available in the current research project. Therefore it should be considered as a
preliminary classification open to further refinements.
11.1.2 Voice of the other as catalyst of identity construction
The appearance of the perspective of the other in its different forms within the
intra-psychological meaning space does not always create negative tension that
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raises questions of identity. In the normal flow of everyday events the voices of
the others co-exist smoothly within the self-system offering the self the needed
flexibility to deal effectively with differing life-experiences. The dynamic stability
of multi-voicedness is the normal way of functioning for the self-system
(Valsiner, 2002). However, under certain circumstances the perspective of the
other creates tension within the intra-psychological meaning field. Gillespie’s
(2006) concept of renegade voice, also refers to these tension-creating and
destabilizing voices. Importantly, the perspective of the other does not have to be
entered into the self-system from the outside, but as the previously described
typology proposes, it can also appear within the self-system as an observing self
looking back at the acting self. As a result of the rupture the existing semiotic
regulators lose their functionality and semiotic auto-regulation needs to deal with
the emerging inner tension.
The perspective of the other creates tension by launching the difference
between the position of the acting self and some more desirable perspective into
the self-system. This can be done by introducing into the intra-psychological field
a perspective that is equally or more desirable than the position of the acting self.
For example, in the statement “I am not able to perform well now, but I used to be
very smart and intelligent”, the past self functions as a more desirable comparison.
The tension can also be created by introducing into the self-system a perspective
that itself is not desirable, but makes the position of the acting self seem
undesirable. For example, in the statement “English people don’t like EasternEuropeans”, the perceived voice of the other makes the sign “I am EasternEuropean” seem undesirable.
The current study reveals an interesting aspect in the perspective of the
other as catalyst of the identity construction that needs to be further
conceptualized. Through the perspective of the other, a new sign can be
introduced into the self-system that was not present there before, but which
escalates into a newly constructed identity due to others’ constant and repeated
impositions. The case of A. from the current study, as well as the case of E.,
demonstrates this mechanism in relation to Eastern-European identity (see
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sections 8.1.3.4 and 8.2.3.4). In both of these cases the imposed identity is resisted
by the active sense-making person. Also R.’s case reveals how the person can
actively externalize her different way of being and through that not only resist the
imposed identity, but also seek to change the respective collective representation
(see section 8.7.3.4). However, also the opposite result of the outside pressure to
person’s identity construction can be conceptualized. The attention and repeated
imposition from the others can trigger the cascade of recursive semiosis and
escalate into the creation of new identity that as a highly generalized metasign
starts to guide person’s way of relating to the world. The French school-girls’
headscarf affair that was discussed in Chapter 9 exemplifies this process very
clearly.
11.1.3 Voice of the other as a tension reduction mechanism
The empirical material from the current study shows that the perspective of the
other does not function within the self-system only as a catalyst of the tension. In
addition to creating imbalance, the voice of the other can also be used in semiotic
auto-regulation as a mechanism of reducing tension.
According to the proposed model the tension between the contrasting
voices within the self-system can be reduced through dialogical engagement of
these voices. Semiotic auto-regulation that uses auto- or hetero-dialogues can
result in some form of assimilation (i.e. the voices become combined in some
way), in domination (i.e. one voice suppresses or blocks the other) or in functional
separation (i.e. different voices continue to co-exist in a way that is functional)
(see Valsiner, 2002 for typology of dialogical relations between voices).
However, this direct dialogical engagement between different perspectives may
not always lead to the re-establishment of functional equilibrium. The data from
the current study demonstrate that in order to reduce tension between different
perspectives the self can introduce a third voice into the dialogue. This third voice
then functions as a vehicle that enables the semiotic auto-regulation to move on.
The resolution of the tension can be achieved by constructing a new higher level
sign that combines the initially contradictory perspectives, by giving dominance
to one of the perspectives over another, or by dominating over both contradictory
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perspectives and separating them in a manner that avoids further tension. After the
tension within the self-system becomes controlled the third voice that is
introduced into the sign construction process may continue to linger in the intrapsychological meaning space, but it can also disappear altogether after completing
its function as a catalyst (see also Valsiner, 2002).
The data from the current study show that the life-goal orientations as
highly generalized metasigns about one’s idealized and anticipated future ways of
being can often be used as catalysts that enable to control the tension between
different voices. For example, R.’s case reveals how the tension between two
positions “me as being lonely when being away from my sister” and “me as
wanting to live abroad” is controlled by a life-goal orientation “I want to grow
personally” which is applied to this particular tension-filled situation as a sign
“our new experiences abroad enrich our relationship” (see section 8.7.3.3). Hence,
the data offer support of conceptualizing the self-system as a hierarchically
organized system of subjective signs where different voices from different levels
of generalization within the system or from outside the system can be used as
catalysts of subjective sign construction.
The focus of the current study has been to understand how identity, i.e.
the sense of sameness and continuity, is constructed and maintained beyond a
rupture. The semiotic auto-regulation that uses different metasigns to block or
reconsider others’ perspectives within the self-system has therefore been seen as a
process that by enabling stability and continuity has a positive outcome. However,
the process of identity construction that leads to the re-establishment of status quo
at the expense of blocking another perspective to one’s being can also be seen as
something that hinders personal development. This possible negative outcome of
semiotic auto-regulation is not investigated in the current study, but can be seen as
one of the directions worth considering for further model development and
application (see also Gillespie, 2008 in press).
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11.2 Rupture as a trigger of identity construction
The data from the current study indicate that the same life-events can have very
different consequences on personal sense-making across individuals. The same
experience can lead to a serious re-configuration of the self-system in case of
some individuals, while it does not have such profound effects on others. This
highlights the need to further develop the idea of rupture as a trigger of identity
construction. It is proposed here that one way of doing this is looking at different
types of ruptures as these are linked to different kinds of subjective signs within
the intra-psychological field.
11.2.1 Dimensions of subjective signs
The existing literature that deals with subjective sign construction focuses mostly
on the dimension of generalization. According to Valsiner (2007b) subjective
signs become constructed within the intra-psychological field in dialogue between
voices as situation-specific constructions. In time, however, they take a more
generalized form, being separated from specific context and becoming transsituational. While the situation-specific signs regulate individual’s functioning in
specific contexts (e.g. “I am a high-school student”), the generalized signs have a
more overwhelming character and regulate person’s life and functioning in
general. Person’s life-goals function such as highly generalized metasigns that
influence person’s entire way of being (e.g. “I want to be successful”).
This dimension of subjective signs seems to deal mostly with the extent
of influence the signs can have on a person’s functioning. In addition to this,
however, subjective signs seem to differ also in their relative importance for the
individual. This dimension can therefore be related to the depth of influence,
ranging from very significant self-defining subjective signs (i.e. “I am a smart
young woman”) to less relevant, peripheral signs (e.g. “I am a straightforward
person”). While Valsiner’s theorizing seems to consider these two dimensions
together (i.e. self-defining signs are also generalized signs, while peripheral signs
are situation-specific), it is proposed here that these two dimensions could also be
considered separately. The differentiation of those two dimensions creates four
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types of subjective signs as presented in Figure 11.2.1.
Depth

Extent of influence

Situation-specific &
self-defining subjective signs

high

Example:
I am a brilliant footballer

Generalized &
self-defining subjective signs
Example:
I am a smart young woman

low

high

Situation-specific &
peripheral subjective signs

Generalized &
peripheral subjective signs

Example:
I was very straightforward with my
friend today

Example:
I am Estonian
low

Figure 11.2.1 Dimensions of subjective signs
For the reasons of clarity the dimensions are presented here in a
dichotomized manner. However, it needs to be kept in mind that subjective signs
are not fixed to specific points on those dimensions, but can move along them in
relation to personal experiences. For example, a generalized and peripheral futurerelated life-goal of becoming a mother can start to function as a self-defining and
generalized metasign, when one actually becomes a mother. The same sign can
transform into being a peripheral and situation-specific in later stages in one’s life
when one’s children have grown up and one starts to prepare for the life as a
career-focused professional or grandparent instead.
The differentiation of these two dimensions offers some clarity in
understanding the variety of subjective signs within the intra-psychological
system, which individuals use in semiotic auto-regulation. Nevertheless, the main
aim of proposing this four-fold typology of subjective signs is to understand and
further develop the concept of rupture by relating it to the concept of subjective
sign.
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11.2.2 A typology of ruptures
The above-described dimensions of subjective signs and the respective four-fold
typology enable to re-conceptualize also the notion of rupture as it is used in the
current model of identity construction. The data from the current research project
show that there are different kinds of ruptures that individuals experience during
the course of their life. Some of the ruptures are perceived as very strong, sudden
and highly disturbing, while others cause some lingering tension that is not
immediately dysfunctional. Furthermore, the same life-event, for example moving
to a foreign country, can be perceived as a serious rupture by one individual,
while being experienced as a creator of mild tension in the case of another.
It is argued here that the above-proposed typology of subjective signs
and understanding which type of signs is affected by a rupture enables one to
comprehend the intensity and personal reaction to it. Following the abovementioned typology, a four-fold typology of ruptures could be proposed as shown
in Figure 11.2.212.
Sudden, strong and overwhelming rupture. This type of rupture is created by a
life-event that affects the self-defining and generalized subjective signs. These are
personally the most significant signs that define the person’s being in general
terms. Therefore the rupture that touches those signs leads to the need of restructuring of the self-system in light of new incoming social suggestions. The
tension is intense, but not easily resolved and therefore the rupture creates longterm effects on a person’s sense-making efforts. In the current study, this type of
rupture is most clearly presented in the case of H., who perceives the return to
Estonia as a strong and negative break in her preferred way of being. Similarly,
the break-up from her boyfriend is perceived as a powerful and unwanted lifeevent by her. This type of rupture is evident also in the case of P., especially in
relation to her sister’s name change, but also the negative feedback that she

12

Examples given in the table are illustrative. The subjective signs given here as examples can
also be interpreted differently (i.e. belong to a different type) and therefore cause different kinds
of ruptures.
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receives to her assignments can be seen as an undesirable incident in her life that
makes her question the deeply rooted ideas about herself. While this type of
rupture is easily recognizable when it creates negative tension within the selfsystem, also the events that are perceived positively by individuals, but still lead
to a substantive re-configuration of the self-system should be categorized under
this type. Thus, A.’s and P.’s new relationships and E.’s, H.’s and T.’s perceived
move to England should be seen as strong, sudden and overwhelming ruptures.
Depth

Extent of influence

Situation-specific &
self-defining subjective signs

high

Generalized &
self-defining subjective signs
Sudden, strong and
overwhelming rupture:
Example: Negative feedback
about the performance for a smart
young woman

Sudden, strong and local rupture:
Example: Lost football match for a
brilliant footballer
low

high

Situation-specific &
peripheral subjective signs

Generalized &
peripheral subjective signs

Lingering, short-term tension:
Example: An argument with a
friend

Lingering, long-term tension:
Example: A question about
Eastern-European countries to an
Estonian

low

Figure 11.2.2 Typology of ruptures
Sudden, strong and local rupture. This type of rupture is created by a life-event
that touches personally significant, but situation-specific subjective signs. The
life-event does create emotional turmoil and questions about one’s way of being,
but only in relation to a specific context. The tension does not have an
overwhelming affect and does not lead to the re-structuring of the self-system in
general, but only in relation to a specific, local sphere of one’s being. Therefore it
is easier to deal with and has less long-term effects on person’s sense-making. An
illustration of this kind of rupture would be a lost football match for a person who
considers him to be a brilliant football player. The examples of this kind of
rupture from the current study include R.’s reactions to the relatively negative
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feedback to her last assignments, but also E.’s reactions to changing jobs and
accommodation.
Lingering long-term tension. This type of rupture is created by life-experiences
that touch generalized, but peripheral subjective metasigns. General life-goal
orientations as they were conceptualized in the current work fall under this
category. While having an overwhelming impact on person’s way of being lifegoal orientations are usually future-oriented and relatively abstract ways of
defining oneself. While they function as general guiding principles in one’s life,
their abstractness makes them somewhat distant from the core aspects of the self.
As future-related subjective signs they are relatively flexible and open to
alterations. Therefore, the life-events that touch one’s life-goal orientations
usually do not create intense tension within the self-system that has to be resolved
through the re-structuring of personal meaning field. Rather, the tension that
becomes created by a life-event is lingering within the self-system. It is somewhat
uncomfortable and needs to be dealt with, but not in an immediate and selfchanging manner. This kind of lingering tension that is related to one’s life-goals
is evident for example in the case of A. and N. in relation to their future plans.
This kind of lingering tension that is created by the impact on generalized, but
peripheral signs other than life-goals can be found for example in the case of A.,
R., L. and E. in relation to the Eastern-European identity that is imposed on them.
Lingering short-term tension. This kind of tension is created by life-events that
touch the situation-specific and peripheral subjective signs. These are probably the
most often experienced disturbances in person-environment equilibrium.
However, because this kind of break in one’s normal flow of being has minimal
and short-term impact on one’s sense-making they often go unnoticed. The
tension they create is local and short-term. Example of this kind of tension is a
fight with a friend that makes us think about our way of being in that specific
situation in relation to that specific person. We may feel disturbed by that
experience for couple of hours, but the equilibrium between self-system and
environment can easily become re-established by a simple apology or another
positive experience that directs our attention to something else. Because of the
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short-term and lingering nature of these kinds of tensions, they were not
investigated in the current empirical study.
Several further comments are in order in relation to the abovedeveloped typology of ruptures. First, it has to be kept in mind that all the
described breaks in person’s normal flow of being can be either positive or
negative. The current typology enables one to understand the impact a rupture has
on personal sense-making. It needs to be kept in mind that both positive and
negative ruptures can have a similar impact. Second, the life-events that create
certain kind of ruptures need not necessarily be real, but can also be imagined and
anticipated. The lingering long-term tension which is related to the life-goal
orientations is often linked with an anticipated future situation, such as graduation
from the university or returning to one’s homeland. The idea that ruptures can be
created by imagined and anticipated future events has to be considered also in
relation to other types of ruptures. Third, as mentioned before, subjective signs are
not fixed entities, but can be re-interpreted and re-evaluated. A peripheral and
situation-specific sign can become generalized and self-defining under social
pressure or generalized sign can be re-interpreted as a situation-specific semiotic
regulator. Depending on this re-interpretation, tension can escalate into a stronger
rupture or be re-perceived as less serious. An example of the latter, downplaying
of the rupture is evident in the case of R. in relation to her interpretation of the
negative feedback to her assignments (see P.’s case for comparison). While the
current study does not offer a clear example of the escalation of the rupture, the
cases of A. and E. in relation to imposed Eastern-European identity seem to
highlight this potential.
The above-described typology of subjective signs and related typology
of ruptures are not fully evidenced with empirical material from the current
research, but rather theoretically constructed. Therefore they should be considered
as possible future alleys for investigation and development.
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11.3 Intra-psychological field as a complex system of multiple, parallel and
interwoven strands of personal sense-making
The empirical data from the current research project shows that the abovedescribed ruptures and tensions are not exclusive, but can be experienced by the
person in the same period of life. For example, while P. is constantly searching for
a way of living that would be in accordance with her life-goal orientations (e.g.
Where should I live? What kind of job should I do? Should I make my decision in
function of career or close relations? etc.), she experiences also sudden breaks in
that normal flow of life, when the negative feedback to her performance makes
her doubt her intelligence or the sister’s name change makes her insecure about
her deepest values and principles. Hence, the ruptures and tensions are a normal
part of a person’s functioning within a socio-cultural context. Some of these
tensions are mild, others intense. Some take minutes to recover from; others may
cause wounds that never completely heal. All these tensions and ruptures feed into
the personal sense-making process that is therefore multi-stranded and multilayered.
Based on the theoretical model and empirical data from the current
study, the intra-psychological field could be conceptualized as a complex system
of multiple, parallel, co-emerging and interwoven sense-making strands. This
means that the different themes within the individual cases in relation to which
personal sense-making efforts were discussed in the current dissertation should
not be considered in isolation from each other. Rather these should be seen as
different sense-making strands that are intertwined and co-emerge in time. The
metaphor of carpet weaving that was already used in the previous chapter is useful
for illustrating this process. Different sense-making strands can be seen as
different threads that are used to weave the carpet and the construction of
identities can be seen as knot-tying which uses those available and newly created
threads.
Identity construction is not a linear movement from one state within
self-system to another, but a multi-stranded dynamic process, where different
threads are intertwined and results from one sense-making strand feed into the
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process of semiotic auto-regulation on other strands, leading to a constant making
and remaking of personal meanings in relation to the surrounding socio-cultural
environment. The subjective signs that become constructed and re-constructed in
the process differ in their relative significance to the person (depth dimension of
subjective signs) and in their level of generalization (extent of impact dimension
of subjective signs). In the process of identity construction that takes place in
irreversible time, these multiple, parallel, co-emerging and intertwined threads of
sense-making are temporarily tied together to form a knot and this creates an
episodic sense of sameness and continuity. As another rupture or tension shakes
the equilibrium between person and environment new recursive semiosis is set in
motion and the previously tied knot of different sense-making strands is again
untied. All this weaving together and tying the knots takes place in irreversible
time, where a person’s life-goals provide a sense of direction in the face of
unpredictable future.
Therefore, the intra-psychological system should be seen as a fourdimensional phenomenon: it consists of parallel strands of sense-making; it
functions on the basis of subjective signs that differ in their depth and extent; and
it is functioning in the irreversible time. While this conceptualization needs to be
further explored, it seems to be a fruitful starting-point for further enquiries.
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CHAPTER 12
SUMMARY AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
This final chapter of the dissertation aims to summarize the reported research
project. This summary will be provided by considering the contribution of the
study to the general field of identity research, as well as to the wider socio-cultural
tradition. The chapter also includes a short discussion of the possible spin-off
projects that take into account the ideas developed in this study and seek to
overcome some of the limitations of the reported project.

12.1 Contribution of the research project
12.1.1 Theoretically grounded way of understanding identity and identity
construction
The present research project makes a contribution to the general field of identity
research by offering a comprehensive way of conceptualizing identity and identity
construction. The proposed theoretical perspective sees identity construction as
part of person’s ongoing sense-making process and understands identity as
personally significant and highly generalized metasigns that become created in
this process.
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The proposed conceptual model brings together many different strands
of theorizing within the socio-cultural tradition. Therefore, the model is
theoretically grounded and the identity construction process, as well as the
emergence of identity as a result of this process is clearly and explicitly explained.
The proposed conceptual model is believed to be universalistic in
nature. That is, it is claimed to be suitable for interpreting identity construction
episodes in a variety of socio-cultural contexts and in relation to different thematic
content areas. As such, the proposed model is seen as a useful tool to be utilized
and further tested in future empirical work.
12.1.2 Further elaboration of the role of the other in personal sense-making
The current study makes several theoretical contributions to the conceptualization
of a person’s functioning in and in relation to the socio-cultural context. First, it
elaborates further the ideas about the role of the other in personal sense-making.
The current research project sees the voice of the other as a trigger of
identity construction process, as it launches a difference between the acting and
desired self into the self-system. This idea of the destabilization of the self-system
through the introduction of a different voice has been iterated before in the sociocultural literature. The current study offers a further specification of this idea in
relation to identity construction. It provides examples that show how the constant
and ongoing attention and meaning-imposition from the other can escalate into
identity construction episodes that may have overwhelming consequences to one’s
being and self-definition.
12.1.3 Further specification of the notion of rupture
The second important contribution this study makes to the general socio-cultural
tradition is related to the notion of rupture.
The concept of rupture has often been utilized in the contemporary
socio-cultural research. Most of the time the notion is used in general terms with
reference to the function of the rupture: an event that creates a break in the normal
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flow of one’s life. The current study acknowledges and uses the idea that rupture
functions as a trigger of identity construction, but it also develops further the idea
that the same event can have very different consequences to the lives of different
individuals. The study suggests that these differing effects can be explained by
understanding which kind of subjective signs become influenced by the rupture.
Based on this reasoning the study proposes a typology of subjective signs and a
related typology of ruptures. These typologies should be seen as important
theoretical contributions of this research project, which should be utilized, tested
and developed further in future investigations.
12.1.4 New way of illustrating the functioning of the intra-psychological field
The current research project suggests to conceptualize the intra-psychological
field as a complex system of multiple, parallel, co-emerging and interwoven
sense-making strands. According to this conceptualization, the intra-psychological
field can be seen as a four-dimensional system: it consists of parallel strands of
sense-making; it functions on the basis of subjective signs that differ in their depth
and extent; and it is functioning in the flow of irreversible time. The metaphor of
carpet weaving, which illustrates how identities as subjective signs are joined
together in certain moments in time, using the available meaning-making threads,
is proposed in the investigation.
The proposed conceptualization was outlined in the current project in
general manner and therefore needs further exploration and elaboration.
Nevertheless, this view together with the related carpet weaving metaphor is an
important contribution of the reported investigation that seems to be a fruitful
starting-point for further enquiries.

12.2 Possible future directions of the research project
12.2.1 Micro-genesis and personal sense-making
The first of the possible future directions of the research project deals with the
methodological issues. The current research project used a longitudinal multiplecase study approach, and focused on collecting detailed, qualitative and person271
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specific data through questionnaires and interviews. Thus, the study was relatively
traditional in its usage of different data collection methods.
The study can be considered to have been successful in revealing and
analysing the personal sense-making episodes over a one-year period from a
retrospective perspective. However, the sense-making as it unfolds in real-time
was not considered in the study. In recent years the micro-genetic approach to
investigating real-time sign construction has been re-discovered and gained again
importance (see for example Diriwächter & Valsiner, 2008; Wagoner, 2007).
Hence, one possible future direction for investigating identity construction as
personal sense-making would be to apply a different set of data collection
methods that would concentrate on the micro-genetic movements in personal
meaning. While the need to be innovative when designing these methods makes
this approach somewhat difficult, it would be a very attractive alternative, when
combined with the longitudinal multiple-case study design, to the traditional ways
of approaching the data collection.
12.2.2 Externalization and personal sense-making
The research project that was reported in the current dissertation examined the
personal sense-making episodes and sought to propose a conceptual model that
would enable to analyse and interpret these. However, it has to be mentioned, that
the study focused mostly on the process of internalization, as it looked into the
ways social suggestions were taken up by individuals and integrated into their
intra-psychological systems. More precisely, the study worked with the
externalizations of the individuals in form of personal discourse, but it sought to
infer

the

internalization

process

from the

externalized

material.

The

complementary process of internalization, namely externalization, was therefore
left out from the active investigation.
This choice of focusing on internalization process seems to be
prevalent in the contemporary socio-cultural literature and it seems that this
limitation within the theoretical field should be addressed. Therefore, one of the
possible future directions for this research project would be to concentrate on the
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externalization aspect of the personal sense-making, including identity
construction. How do the subjective signs become reinforced and modified
through person’s externalizations? Which other modes of externalization in
addition to discourse are used in identity construction? These questions seem to
direct the attention towards situations where people are trying to carve out
enabling niches for themselves in the context through externalizations. This kind
of investigation also seems to require the inclusion of others around the individual
to the research, in order to understand the perspective of the other towards
individual’s externalizations.
While outlined here in broad and vague manner, these questions seem
to be one possible way of taking this research project further into other interesting
areas of investigation.
12.2.3 Extension of the model to other contexts
The current research project set out to propose a model of identity construction
which is universalistic in its nature. The analysis carried out as part of this project
shows that the model can indeed be used to interpret identity construction in
relation to a variety of content areas as well as in different time and space context.
The current research project focused on the development and initial
testing of the proposed model. The model emerged from the analysis of cases and
was thereafter further refined and developed using the data from the empirical
study. One of the possible future directions in model development would be the
testing of certain aspects of the model. This would require a different approach in
study design, namely intentional selection of cases that would enable focusing on
certain aspects of the model. For example, the notion of rupture seems to be an
interesting aspect in the model that could be worked on. Can ruptures be created
intentionally to guide sense-making? Would it be possible to use positive ruptures
to help people to deal with imposed but undesirable identities? Can ruptures be
intentionally created in order to have positive escalating effects on a person’s
identity construction?
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These seem to be interesting and useful research questions to
investigate. However, these preliminary ideas need substantive further elaboration
to be turned into guiding principles of a future research project.
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APPENDIX A
INVITATION LETTER SENT TO POTENTIAL
STUDY PARTICIPANTS

Dear Student,
According to the information we have received from … (name of the
organization), you are planning to spend some time during the next academic year
in the UK as part of your studies. Hereby we invite you to participate in the study
which is designed to investigate changes in the identity of Estonian students and
their adaptation to the new cultural context. The study will be carried out as part
of the doctorate studies of Mariann Märtsin at the University of Bath, Department
of Education.
Hereby we provide you with some information about the goals and methodology
of the study; explain how the data from the study will be used, point out what you
will gain from the participation and give contact information in case you would
like to take part in the project
The goals the study
One of the aims of the European Union education policy is to increase the
mobility related to studies and research. In relation to that the opportunities for
students to complete their studies or spend some period of their studies abroad
have noticeably expanded during the last years. More and more students choose to
take advantage of those opportunities in order to widen their knowledge and
experiences. But what does it mean for an Estonian to study in the UK? What
effects does the contact with a new culture have on students’ cultural identity?
What kinds of changes occur in the self-concept and self-understandings of an
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individual while staying abroad? Do the students see themselves to be the same
Estonians when they come back home after the stay abroad or has their idea about
themselves as Estonians changed? What kind of situations encountered by
Estonian students while studying in the UK are difficult for them, which situations
are new, which ones funny? And what can the institutions that are responsible of
sending students abroad, learn from students’ experiences?
The current study is designed to answer those and similar research questions.
The methodology of the study
The study is designed to last one year. During that period two individual
interviews will be conducted with each participant – one before the departure to
the UK and the other after return home. Both interviews are planned to last
approximately 1.5 hours. The aim of the individual interviews is to understand the
motives for going to study in the UK and to investigate the self-understandings of
a student and the change in those, using techniques designed especially for this
study.
In addition to interviews two workshops, involving all the participants of the
study, are designed to take place during the period of investigation. The first
workshop is planned to take place after individual interviews before the departure
to the UK and the second one following individual interviews after the return to
Estonia. Both workshops are planned to last approximately 1.5 hours. The aim of
the workshops is to investigate the group level understanding of being Estonian
and to notice changes that have occurred in those understandings while staying
abroad.
The data gathered during individual interviews and workshops should offer an
understanding what has changed during the stay abroad. In order to shed some
light to the ways these changes have occurred and what events have brought along
those changes, the participants will be asked to complete short questionnaires sent
to them via e-mail once a month during the entire period of studying abroad. The
questionnaire consists of 4-5 sentences that need to be completed and some open-
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ended questions about events that have occurred recently in one’s life.
Data collection and usage
The individual interviews conducted during the study will be tape-recorded in
order to allow the text analysis to be carried out. For the same reason also the
workshops will be tape-recorded, as well as video-taped. The latter will enable the
investigation of group processes during the workshop.
All the data gathered during the study are treated with strict confidence and will
be used only in the context of the present study. In case the research team will find
it necessary to use quotations in the final report of the study, in the publications or
conference presentations based on the current study, the permission to use the
quotation will be asked from the participants and the quotation will be used only if
given the permission to do so. In order to keep the anonymity of the participants
the pseudonyms will be used when using quotations.
Participation and renouncing the participation
Participation in the study requires taking part in all the stages of the study
described above. Therefore every participant takes a responsibility to participate
in two individual interviews and two workshops, as well as complete the
questionnaire sent to him/her by e-mail.
In case the participant wishes to renounce one’s participation, one is asked to
inform the research group in writing of one’s decision and reasons for making it.
This would allow the research group to plan the further activities and prevent us
from sending the questionnaires to the participants who no longer expect to
receive them.
What do I get out of this?
Participation gives you:
•

an opportunity to systematically investigate the change of your selfunderstandings during a period of half a year and increase your self293
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awareness through this;
•

obtain all the data related to you gathered during the study (your interview
transcripts, copies of exercises used, answers to the questionnaires) for
your personal self-analysis, if wanted;

•

analyze the data related to you with the researcher during a separate
meeting, if wanted;

•

meet fellow Estonian students who study in the UK and have valuable
contacts with people who are in the similar situation;

•

share experiences of staying abroad with people in a similar situation;

•

help to increase the academic knowledge base related to cultural identity
of Estonians.

In addition, all the participants will receive a voucher of 500.- Estonian crones
that could be used to buy books from Apollo Raamatupood.
How to participate?
If you would like to participate in the study, please send an e-mail to Mariann
Märtsin to the e-mail address provided below by the 1st of July 2006. Add your
contact information so that we could contact you and negotiate the next steps.
Contacts
Mariann Märtsin
University of Bath
Department of Education
Phone: +447783554796
E-mail: M.Martsin@bath.ac.uk

Your participation is essential!
Thank you in advance,
Mariann Märtsin
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APPENDIX B
SELF-DESCRIPTION EXERCISE
COMMON WORDS USED FOR
SELF-DESCRIPTION
Vaikne – Calm
Kinnine – Reserved
Edasipürgiv – Pushing Forward
Kangekaelne – Pigheaded
Töökas – Hard-Working
Kade – Envious
Pika vihaga – Vindictive
Sitke – Tenacious
Sõbralik – Friendly
Teistsugune – Different
Silmatorkamatu – Unnoticeable
Nutikas – Clever
Ilus – Pretty
Loodust armastav – Nature Loving
Traditsioone järgiv – Tradition Following
Eestlane – Estonian
Põhjamaalane – Nordic
Skandinaavlane – Scandinavian
Ida-Eurooplane – Eastern-European
Üliõpilane – Student
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APPENDIX C
MONTHLY QUESTIONNAIRES
GENERAL INSTRUCTION AND
COMMON QUESTIONS

General instruction
Research Project „Estonian student in the UK“
Please answer to the following questions as thoroughly as possible. Write down
the first thoughts that come to your mind when reading the question and do not
spend time on modifying and editing your answers. I am mostly interested in your
spontaneous thoughts and feelings, not as much in highly edited text.
Your answers are confidential and will be used only in the context of the current
study.

Common questions
Questionnaire 1 – October 2006
1. What kind of important events have happened in your life during the last two
weeks? Why were these events significant? Please describe your thoughts and
feelings related to those events.
2. Please describe a situation from the last two weeks where you felt different
from the people around you. Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that
situation. What do you think about that situation now, looking back?
3. Please describe a situation from the last two weeks that was difficult for you.
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Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that situation. How did you
handle that situation? What do you think about that situation now, looking
back?
4. Please describe a situation from the last two weeks that was new or
unexpected for you. Why was this situation new and unexpected? How did
you feel in that situation? What were you thinking? How did you behave?
What do you think about that situation now, looking back?
Questionnaire 2 – November 2006
1. What kind of important events have happened in your life during the last
month? Why were these events significant? Please describe your thoughts and
feelings related to those events.
2. Please describe a situation from the last month where you felt different from
the people around you. Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that
situation. What do you think about that situation now, looking back?
3. How often have you been in contact with your family and friends in Estonia
over the last month? What have these contacts meant to you? How would you
describe your relationships with family and friends at the moment?
Questionnaire 3 – December 2006
1. What kind of important events have happened in your life during the last
month? Why were these events significant? Please describe your thoughts and
feelings related to those events.
2. Please describe a situation from the last month that was difficult for you.
Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that situation. How did you
handle that situation? What do you think about that situation now, looking
back?
3. What are you planning to do during Christmas holidays? Are you staying in
England or going back to Estonia? If you intend to go to Estonia, what do you
plan to do while there? Who do you definitely want to meet during your visit?
If you intend to stay in England, what do you plan to do? Who do you plan to
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spend you holidays with?
Questionnaire 4 – January 2007
1. Please describe your activities during the last month as thoroughly as possible.
What kind of important events have happened in your life? Why were these
events significant?
2. Please describe the latest situation where you had an argument with someone.
Who did you argue with? What was the argument about? Please describe that
situation and your feelings and thoughts in that situation as thoroughly as
possible.
3. What does home mean to you? Please write down your thoughts and feelings
as thoroughly as possible.
4. What do you remember from the video that we watched together during the
focus group last autumn? Please write down everything you recall as precisely
and thoroughly as possible.
Questionnaire 5 – February 2007
1. Please describe your activities and related thoughts and feelings from the last
month as if you were writing to your best friend.
2. Please describe your typical week. What kind of activities are you engaged
with during a day? What do you do during your spare time? Who do you
spend your spare time with?
Questionnaire 6 – March 2007
1. Please describe your activities and related thoughts and feelings from the last
month as if you were writing to your best friend.
2. Plase write down five positive and five negative events that happened to you
in the last month.
3. How often have you been in contact with your family and friends in Estonia
over the last month? What have these contacts meant to you? How would you
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describe your relationships with family and friends at the moment?
Questionnaire 7 – May 2007
1. Please describe your activities during the last month as thoroughly as possible.
What kind of important events have happened in your life? Why were these
events significant?
2. Please describe a situation from the last month that was difficult for you.
Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that situation. How did you
handle that situation? What do you think about that situation now, looking
back?
3. What do you remember from the video that we watched together during the
focus group last autumn? Please write down everything you recall as precisely
and thoroughly as possible.
Questionnaire 8 – June 2007
1. Please describe your activities during the last month as thoroughly as possible.
What kind of important events have happened in your life? Why were these
events significant?
2. How often have you been in contact with your family and friends in Estonia
over the last month? What have these contacts meant to you? How would you
describe your relationships with family and friends at the moment?
3. Please describe a situation from the last month where you felt different from
the people around you. Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that
situation. What do you think about that situation now, looking back?
4. To what extent did you follow the events circling around the ‘bronze soldier’
that took place in Tallinn in April/May? What did you think and feel? What do
you think about that situation now, looking back?
5. What are your plans for the summer? Please describe as precisely as possible
when do you intend to be in England and when you are somewhere else. It
will help me to plan our final meeting in July or August.
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Questionnaire 9 – July 2007
1. Please describe your activities during the last month as thoroughly as possible.
What kind of important events have happened in your life? Why were these
events significant?
2. Please describe a situation from the last month that was unexpected or
surprising for you. Please describe your thoughts and feelings in that situation.
What do you think about that situation now, looking back?

Every questionnaire ended with the following open-ended question:
If you would like to add something about your experiences over the last month,
please write your thoughts down here:
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APPENDIX D
SENTENCE COMPLETION EXERCISE
BEGINNINGS OF THE SENTENCES

The sentence completion exercise was added to the 1st, 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 9th
questionnaire. The first four beginnings of the sentences were included to all of
those questionnaires. The final beginning was added only to the 7th and 9th
questionnaire.

Estonians are …
Estonia is …
For an Estonian student in the UK it is …
Lately I feel …
My life is lately …
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APPENDIX E
SENTENCE COMPLETION EXERCISE
ANSWERS OF THE PARTICIPANTS

Table E1. A.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E2. E.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E3. H.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E4. L.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E4 (continued). L.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E4 (continued). L.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E4 (continued). L.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E5. N.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E6. P.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E7. R.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E8. T.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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Table E8 (continued). T.’s answers to sentence completion exercise
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APPENDIX F
LIFE-TRAJECTORY DRAWING TASK
DRAWINGS OF THE PARTICIPANTS

Sept. 2006

March

April

Sept.
2007

Figure F1. A.’s life-trajectory during the period Sept. 2006 – Sept. 2007
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Sept. Oct.

Nov.

Dec.

Jan.

Feb.

March

April

May

Roskilde

All Bar One

Estonia II

My birthday

The hill of experiences

Estonia I
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June July

Aug.

Figure F2. E.’s life-trajectory during the period Sept. 2006 – Sept. 2007
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August

November

January

March

June

August

Figure F3. H.’s life-trajectory during the period Aug. 2006 – Aug. 2007
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Sept.
Oct.
Nov.
Dec.
Jan. 2007 Feb.
March
April
May June

Prison of being sick

The paradise of exams

Newquay, Verona

Birthday cake

The hell of exams

Christmas at home

Paris Mon Amour

Back to the university

Aug. 2006
University is cool

Chill, Summer
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July 2007

Figure F4. L.’s life-trajectory during the period Aug. 2006 – July 2007

317

At home
Surprise for my father
Christmas

An assignment
January
Conference in Helsinki

University
At home during Easter

Deloitte

Exams
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Summer, Estonia,
Internship, Friends
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Figure F5. N.’s life-trajectory during the period Sept. 2006 – Aug. 2007

Stress
October –November
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Friends

Academic/Studies
Work/Professional
Spiritual/Nature

Oct.

Nov.

Dec.

Jan.

Feb.

March April

May

June

July

Aug.

Sept.

Figure F6. P.’s life-trajectory during the period Oct. 2006 – Sept. 2007
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Sept.
Oct.

Alone, Adaptation

Nov.
Dec. Jan.
Feb.
March
April May

Social life more intense
At home again

The first essay,
Feeling of collapse, Uncertainty,
Scholarships

Social life,
New friends

3 essays

June
July
Aug.

Social life
Back at home

Problems in private life
Stress related to Master’s thesis

Oct.
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Back in England
Social life
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Sept.

Figure F7. R.’s life-trajectory during the period Sept. 2006 – Oct. 2007

The beginning
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Figure F8. T.’s life-trajectory during the period Sept. 2006 – Aug. 2007
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