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Abstract: This paper outlines a framework for explaining change in agent 
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theory employed is the idea of a having capability for keeping a self-narrative 
or autobiographical account of oneself. This is developed in terms of two ways 
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of identity analysis in a pluralistic economics. 
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1 Introduction: explaining changing agent identity 

In my past work on agent identity in economics, I argued that the standard conception of 
individual identity in economics is deficient, and that this conception provides inadequate 
foundations for economics (Davis, 2003, 2011). How, then, can economics’ individual 
agency conception be re-developed in a way that addresses reasonable requirements for 
explaining agent identity? I set out how I see those requirements in terms of two criteria: 

• that one’s conception of individual agency ‘individuates’ agents; that is, that the 
individual agent, however understood, can be shown to be distinct from other 
individuals in a non-circular way1 (the individuation criterion) 

• that individual agents thus conceived can be shown to be re-identifiable as  
distinct and independent individuals across processes of change that affect  
them (the re-identification criterion). 

The first criterion concerns the distinctness of individuals. The second criterion requires 
people persist as individuals. However, a person changes during his/her lifetime. So, the 
challenge to developing an adequate individual agency conception is to explain how 
individuals as distinct persons, change, and yet remain distinct individuals over time. 

An individual conception to achieve these twin goals is both descriptive and 
normative. Though nominally an individual, a person might lose the characteristics that 
individuate her, should, for example, her identity be determined by others. Whether 
individuals maintain independent identities is then, in part, a matter of social policies and 
institutions that enable them to do so. For this reason, I characterise agent identity as a 
capability – using the idea of potentiality – which individuals may or may not develop 
depending on social circumstances. I believe this conception satisfies both criteria above, 
but whether or not people actually live their lives as individuals depends on how their 
lives proceed. 

What sort of capability do I mean? My answer is a capability – a personal identity 
capability – for keeping a narrative of oneself – a ‘self-narrative’. To the extent that 
people can do this, they (reflexively) individuate themselves by acting in such a way as to 
treat themselves as distinct individuals.2 To the extent that they can do this across the 
many changes in their lives, they re-identify themselves as enduringly distinct 
individuals. People may have many different ‘selves’ over their lifetimes, that is, sets of 
characteristics that describe them, but if they have the ability to keep an account of 
themselves, they give a coherence to their lives and can be said to have personal 
identities. Personal identity, then, does not reside in some coherence across all the stories 
that make up a person’s life, but rather in her/his ability to (reflexively) tell those stories 
as stories of their lives. Personal identity in this sense is a capability that must be 
continually exercised to exist, not some unchanging state of individuals, such as whether 
their lives exhibit some sort of psychological continuity.3 

However, this idea of a personal identity capability based on an ability to keep a 
narrative of oneself needs to be more fully explained, especially if we are going to be 
able to say when individuals fail to exercise it. What in addition, then, I previously said 
about this, was that these narratives: 

• function as autobiographies with co-authors 

• concern an individual’s self-concept. 
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In this paper, I first further develop these two additional ideas, and then illustrate the 
identity conception that results in a discussion of how the recent financial crisis affected 
different individuals’ economic personal identities. 

Specifically, I compare two sets of individuals: those who negotiated the crisis 
successfully and thus sustained their personal economic identities; and those who failed 
to do so and thus had their personal economic identities disrupted by the crisis. Economic 
identity is, of course, only one dimension of personal identity, but economic identity is 
central to economics, and focusing on it enables explaining how individuals can remain 
(or fail to remain) distinct agents (or individuals) in periods of significant change in those 
characteristics thought to describe their identities. The comparison of the two types of 
agents’ circumstances also enables focusing on the important issue of social economic 
policies that influence whether and when individuals can sustain independent personal 
identities. The financial crisis, because it was largely unexpected and because its effects 
were so wide-reaching, acted as a shock event which affected many types of agents, thus 
allowing for a natural experiment and before-and-after comparison of how different sets 
of individuals managed identity change through their ability to maintain self-narratives. 

The paper is organised as follows. Section 2 explains how personal identity 
autobiographical self-narratives involve co-authorship by explaining them in terms of an 
individual’s social identification with others. Section 3 discusses the idea of the 
individual self-concept, and explains it as a first-person performative utterance that 
‘actualises’ other people’s third-person descriptions of the individual. Section 4 
distinguishes two broad sets of individuals affected by the financial crisis – subprime 
homeowners and bank depositors. Section 5 argues that the former’s personal economic 
identities were disrupted and the latter’s personal economic identities were sustained by 
how their personal self-narratives were disrupted and sustained following the crisis. 
Section 6 concludes with comments on the role of identity analysis in a pluralistic 
economics. 

2 Personal identity self-narratives as co-authored autobiographies 

The idea that an autobiography is co-authored may seem paradoxical, but clearly the 
writing of conventional autobiographies presupposes the author’s engagement with an 
expected audience, and in this regard autobiographies in the sense of personal identity 
self-narratives should also be seen as co-authored. The individual in developing her  
self-narrative draws on how others see her and gives her own interpretation of others’ 
interpretations of her. This then influences others’ interpretation of her, which further 
influences her interpretation of herself, and so on, in a continuous interaction. Moreover, 
since a person has many interpreters and there are also many kinds of interpretation, a 
person’s autobiographical narrative is essentially a bundle of different autobiographical 
materials, which may include a person’s own accounts and documents regarding herself; 
others’ records, images, and reports of her; official or government data regarding the 
person; and what social media has recorded about the person, etc. I put aside here the 
issue of how these multiple sources of information might be collected and interpreted as a 
single coherent narrative in order to focus on how the person producing an autobiography 
approaches the task of producing an autobiography of herself. That is, I only try to 
categorise who a person regards as her effective co-authors, or who she believes will 
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understand her account of herself. This issue is important because thinking in terms of an 
intended audience is necessary to produce a coherent narrative of oneself. 

Social psychologists have devoted considerable attention to intended audience; 
however, to simplify matters, I frame the issue broadly in social identity terms. Social 
identity concerns who individuals identify with, and in much of the literature this 
involves their identifying with social groups (Tajfel et al., 1971). Two advantages of this 
framing, then, are that it makes personal identity self-narratives fundamentally social in 
nature4; and that there is a nice division between two main kinds of social identities in the 
social psychology literature that helps structure who these self-narratives are meant to 
involve. 

The two main types of social group identities people possess are relational and 
categorical (Brewer and Gardner, 1996). Relational social identities are typically  
role-based, involve interpersonal relationships and identifying with others based on 
interconnected social roles. Employees in a firm may identify with each other because 
they are all employees, and may also identify with their employers in virtue of the 
employee-employer relationship. Identification need not involve affection or agreement 
but rather concerns a sense of attachment to a shared activity. Family and community 
relationships are another example. In contrast, categorical social identities derive from an 
individual’s membership in large social groups, are often impersonal, and involve 
identifying with others based on shared social characteristics. Gender, ethnicity, religion, 
politics, etc., determine broad social categories that an individual possesses that lead her 
to identify with others with the same characteristics. 

Thus, if we think of an individual’s self-narratives as reflecting how people identify 
with others, then whether those self-narratives involve coherent personal identity 
accounts of those individuals depends importantly on whether those they identify with 
believe them to be coherent. If my story about myself makes no sense to you when I 
identify with you and think your view of me matters, then it is not clear that my story 
about myself makes sense. If this is persistently the case, then a person fails to have a 
coherent account of herself, her autobiographical self-narrative breaks down, and her 
personal identity is in jeopardy, essentially because the co-authorship of her self-narrative 
is unsuccessful. 

People, of course, have many different social group identifications of both kinds 
distinguished above, so their self-narratives are complicated; and thus, it is not 
necessarily obvious when a person’s account of herself makes little sense to others. 
However, to help motivate the financial crisis example of two agent identities cases to be 
discussed below, we can contrast two polar cases regarding whether people’s  
self-narratives are coherent. At one extreme, most people a person identifies with believe 
her self-narrative is coherent; at the other extreme, few people a person identifies with 
believe her self-narrative is coherent. In the former case, the person is successful in 
having co-authors of her personal identity self-narrative, and accordingly exercises 
command and autonomy over her life. In the latter case, she fails in this regard, falls 
under the influence of others and events, and fails to function as an independent person. 

Note that this focus on individual autonomy and independence only constitutes a 
minimum condition for individual well-being. Obviously, much more determines whether 
a human life is flourishing. My view, however, and my reason for making personal 
identity a fundamental matter of concern in economics and economic life, is that some 
measure of personal autonomy and independence is necessary, if not sufficient, to 
achieve individual well-being. Neoclassical economics makes choice the measure of 
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individual autonomy and independence, but its account of choice is mechanistic and 
rooted in an inadequate account of individual identity. The account of individual identity 
advanced here reflexively makes an individual’s autonomy a matter of her own account 
of herself as a socially embedded individual. It is thus intended to provide a key starting 
point to a fuller normative examination of individual well-being. 

3 The performative nature of the individual self-concept 

The individual self-concept is what people produce as a description of themselves when 
they create autobiographical self-narratives. It constitutes the characterisation that a 
person and others have of her, and thus exists over and above the activity that produces it. 
We can give more meaning, then, to the difference between a person’s self-concept 
characterisation of herself and the activity that produces it by adding to our explanation 
of how a person’s autobiography or self-narrative has co-authors. In the previous section, 
I focused on the individual’s co-authors, and said that a person’s co-authors are who the 
person identifies with. Basically, one identifies with people one listens to in telling one’s 
own story. Here, however, to explain how a person’s self-narrative has co-authors, I want 
to distinguish the different language roles that the individual and her co-authors have in 
creating the person’s self-narrative. This distinction in roles, I will argue, is a very simple 
one that is nearly universally embedded in human language, but it is especially important 
to understanding how self-narratives explain individual identities in a non-circular way. 
There are two main points to make about these language roles. 

The first point concerns pronoun use. When a person speaks about herself, she speaks 
in first person singular terms – ‘I am ….’ – whereas someone else speaks in  
second-person singular – ‘you are ….’ – or third person singular terms – ‘she is ….’ That 
is, the roles that a person and her co-authors have in producing her self-narrative are tied 
to their different uses of pronouns, which essentially reflect the deep ontological 
dimensions of language in human life. 

The second point concerns reflexivity. First person singular speech directed toward 
oneself is reflexive, because the person speaking is speaking about herself (or the 
subject’s object is the subject). In contrast, second person and third person singular 
speech is not reflexive, because those speaking are speaking about someone or something 
other than themselves. Indeed, second and third person speech, singular or plural, is the 
form of speech we employ when we make statements about the world that anyone might 
make and about anything in the world. It is descriptive in nature, and thus is the form of 
speech standardly used to characterise the world, including people’s self-concepts. 

Note, then, what is different about (reflexive) first person singular speech directed 
toward oneself. Such speech is a hybrid in that, on the one hand, a person takes 
something as the object of her speech (herself) in a descriptive way, just as occurs in 
second person and third person speech; while on the other hand, her special relation to 
herself means she does something further in taking herself as her object, namely: she 
takes a position on herself or commits herself to some characterisation of herself. I term 
this a performative act in the sense that the person using first person singular speech 
about herself ‘performs herself’ or in effect, makes herself what she says about herself. In 
effect, a person who says, ‘I am ….’ actualises her self-concept.5 
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Key to an individual’s self-concepts, then, is their performative dimension. Though 
there are co-authors involved in their construction, their actualisation depends on their 
expression by those to whom they belong. At the same time, it is other people’s 
descriptions of the person that gets actualised. People have descriptions of themselves, 
but the contents of these descriptions, their characterisation in language, and their 
formulation are publicly generated, not privately.6 As such, they are essentially taken as 
given by those to whom they belong. That is, how people are seen as individuals, the 
conceptions of them that others have that go into their self-concepts, are largely inherited 
from their social interaction with others, leaving the person to act on these conceptions, 
or to perform them. 

This is important because it implies that the self-narrative conception of personal 
identity does not presuppose the person’s individuality in a circular way (as does the 
neoclassical preferences conception). Others have descriptive accounts of the person, but 
those accounts need not represent her as an independent individual. Whether the person is 
indeed a distinct individual depends on whether she can treat herself as such – individuate 
herself – in her self-narrative, with the materials socially constructed. Then, whether she 
indeed treats herself as such, and reflexively takes herself to be an independent individual 
in her own self-narratives, depends on how institutions and public policies facilitate her 
self-narratives. Thus, the self-narrative conception of personal identity does not in 
circular fashion presuppose the person as an independent individual. 

Accordingly, since whether people can produce and act on such self-narratives to 
provide themselves personal identities – and develop a personal identity capability for 
doing so – depends on how the world is socially and economically structured, we need to 
investigate the circumstances that influence this. To do so, I turn in the next two sections 
to how social circumstances affected the self-narratives and personal identity capabilities 
of two broad sets of individuals in the financial crisis – subprime homeowners and bank 
depositors. 

4 Subprime homeowners and bank depositors’ economic identities 

The recent financial crisis affected many people in different ways, but in the USA it 
directly put two groups of people at risk: subprime homeowners and bank depositors; the 
former because they stood to lose their homes when housing prices fell; and the latter 
because they stood to lose their savings if banks failed. Each loss is significant enough to 
threaten a person’s economic identity, and given the importance of economic identity to 
people’s lives, might also threaten their personal identities. What, then, were these two 
sets of people’s economic identities, and how were they threatened by the crisis? 

In the USA, subprime homeowners are people historically unable to own homes 
because of low incomes; but who, due to changes in banking practices associated with the 
bundling and sale of mortgage derivatives, were subsequently able to acquire home 
mortgages. I associate their economic identities with their new home ownership status 
because, compared to living in rental housing, homeownership significantly changes a 
person’s life circumstances in terms of his/her economic independence and long term 
living standards.7 Accordingly, we would expect subprime homeowners to have coherent 
economic self-narrative accounts of themselves that emphasise the difference 
homeownership makes to them in terms of economic independence and well-being. 
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The type of bank depositors I have in mind are ordinary people with average incomes 
(not institutional investors) who keep their personal savings in bank accounts. Those 
savings have many uses, but generally people accumulate them for future spending 
purposes that exceed current income. I associate these bank depositors’ economic 
identities, then, with their ability to maintain and manage these savings through the 
banking system, because this makes it possible for them to organise their finances around 
lifetime economic and personal goals. We would thus also expect people to have coherent 
economic self-narratives framed by these savings strategies as made possible by the 
banking system. 

Now consider the effects of the financial crisis on these two sets of individuals. 

5 Bailing out Wall Street, not Main Street 

During the financial crisis the housing bubble burst, banks’ bundling of mortgage 
derivatives collapsed, banks then found themselves at risk of failing; and fearing that the 
entire US financial system would break down, the US Federal Reserve and the US 
Treasury bailed out the banks. This process put both subprime homeowners and bank 
depositors at risk, but how institutions and public policy responded to the financial crisis 
affected them differently. The result, I argue, was that one set of economic identities and 
self-narratives broke down but the other did not. 

On the one hand, then, subprime homeowners lost their homes when public policy 
and social economic institutions left them unable to make house payments. Income 
assistance was not made available, and the unscrupulous practices of mortgage brokers 
who took advantage of subprime homeowners in the run-up of home prices were ignored. 
When subprime homeowners lost their homes, they also lost the ability to give accounts 
of themselves as people with independent economic lives secured by homeownership 
simply because their circumstances made it impossible for them to actualise the popular 
narrative that they were living ‘the American Dream’. That is, their circumstances were 
such that they could no longer include this narrative in their autobiographies. 

On the other hand, ordinary people with money in bank accounts were assured that 
their savings were safe, given the deposit insurance system that was maintained despite 
losses, and because the banking system itself was bailed out by the Federal Reserve and 
US Treasury. Consequently, these people could maintain the popular narrative that hard 
work and disciplined personal savings plans made it possible for them to have prosperous 
lives befitting ‘the American Dream’. That is, they could continue to actualise this 
popular narrative because their circumstances made it possible. 

My goal is not to make judgements regarding the consequences of the financial crisis 
for these two sets of people, but to illustrate the individual agent identity analysis the 
paper develops to make that analysis more concrete. Three points are worth emphasising. 

First, my approach makes identity change central to the analysis of people’s personal 
identities (here explained in terms of economic identities). Moreover, in contrast to much 
of the literature on personal identity, I argue that whether people maintain personal 
identities when the world is changing depends on social circumstances, especially as 
determined by institutions and public policies. I return to this point in the last section of 
the paper on the role of identity analysis in a pluralistic economics. 
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Second, the method of analysis used to explain identity change is modelled as a 
before/after sequence brought about by some exogenous change/shock affecting 
individuals. I adopt this method of analysis because it helps to simplify and make clear 
the very complicated subject of identity change, and because this model can be 
generalised to many other cases of agent identity change. 

Third, as noted in the first section of the paper, addressing the main challenge of 
identity analysis – explaining how individuals can be distinct, change, and yet remain 
distinct agents over time – is both a descriptive and normative project. When we describe 
agent identity (at least as I argue), we see that social policy is central to its explanation. 
This means that the positive-normative dichotomy presupposed by neoclassical 
economics is mistaken. Our descriptions of the world depend on values that operate in 
society. Thus, the analysis here is meant to reinforce this verdict. In closing, then, I turn 
to the connection between identity analysis and a pluralistic economics. 

6 The role of identity analysis in a pluralistic economics 

Pluralism in economics is often framed in terms of recommendations regarding how 
economics ought to be organised, particularly, that it ought to be open to multiple 
approaches. These recommendations, of course, rest on what we understand about the 
nature of economics. For example, Warren Samuels made a case for pluralism in 
economics on methodological grounds when he argued that the conceptual foundations 
on which economic theories rest are always subject to interpretation and debate, are 
inescapably pluralistic in nature, and thus call for an open, pluralistic economics 
(Samuels, 1998). 

Another rationale for pluralism lies in our understanding of the nature of the economy 
itself. The economy exhibits many kinds of markets, operates with myriad institutions, 
and includes a variety of types of agents. An economics is needed that is attentive to the 
diversity and heterogeneous nature of its subject matter. Unfortunately, neoclassical 
economics assumes all markets operate in supply-and-demand terms, explains institutions 
only in terms of how they facilitate market activity, and treats all economic agents simply 
as rational maximisers. This paper has accordingly sought to develop grounds for 
pluralism in terms of an analysis of economic agents open to the different ways in which 
individuals are embedded in the world as reflected in their different autobiographical 
accounts of themselves. 

I close by noting one other possible advantage for a pluralistic economics adopting a 
conception of economic agents framed in terms of identity. Consider mainstream 
economics’ exclusive focus on efficiency as a foundation for economic policy – a one 
size fits all view. It is, of course, a very unpluralistic view that not infrequently produces 
policy recommendations contrary to our intuitions about right and wrong. Indeed, 
mainstream economists might say that it was efficient for subprime homeowners to lose 
their homes, since this was a competitive market outcome, while many people have said 
that it was ‘unfair’ for them to lose their homes. What grounds do they have for thinking 
it unfair? I suggest it can be argued that their view is based on their understanding of 
subprime homeowners’ economic identities, and how they imagine that people who lost 
their homes had built stories about themselves around homeownership. If so, then an 
identity-based agency analysis connects naturally to more pluralistic normative 
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foundations for economic policy; and an agent identity framework offers a rationale for a 
more pluralistic economics. 
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Notes 
1 By non-circular, I mean that one’s conception of individual identity does not presuppose the 

individual’s distinctness. The standard neoclassical conception of the individual is circular in 
that it defines individual identity in terms of ‘own’ preferences, thereby presupposing 
distinctness. It thus fails the individuation criterion. 

2 Why this involves a non-circular individuation procedure is discussed below in Section 3. 
3 I share with Don Ross, then, the idea that personal identity resides in self-narratives [Ross, 

2005; cf. Davis, (2011), p.125 ff; also cf. Grayot, 2017]. 
4  This contrasts with the private nature of preferences in the standard atomistic individual 

account. 
5 For reasons of space, here I put aside the interesting and complex case of lying and deceit, 

assuming it simply to be derivative of ‘honest’ first person singular speech. 
6 This argument is based on Wittgenstein’s (1953) famous critique of the possibility of a fully 

private language. 
7 This argument is supported by Desmond’s (2016) Evicted through its excellent analysis and 

portrayal of how maintaining a viable home is central to people’s social and economic  
well-being. 


