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Chapter Introduction 

In 2015 I had the privilege of speaking at a wonderful conference in  Adana, Turkey, on the self 

in language learning. My talk, “The self and its illusions,” was intended as something of a 

caution within the overall theme of the conference. In the present chapter, as in the Adana talk, I 

want to share my ambivalent relationship with the concept of self, as applied to language 

learning. On one hand, the self seems to be a necessary concept in any psychology of language 

learning that discusses how issues of culture, identity, motivation, emotion, and so on influence 

language learning and use. How can one do that without reference to the self? However, there is 

more than enough reason to be concerned with using the concept of the self as a centerpiece for 

language learning theory and research. The conceptualization of the self is, and has always been, 

complex and problematic (Damasio, 2010). 
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The Trouble with Self 

Psychology takes on subject matter that can be notoriously difficult to define and measure 

for research purposes. Prime among the offenders would be concepts such as the mind, 

consciousness, and the self. Recent years has seen application of physiological, and especially 

brain-based explanations for psychological concepts. In the first footnote to his excellent book 

The Self Comes to Mind, neuroscientist Antonio Damasio (2010) tells a story of his conversation 

with Francis Crick, the famed geneticist. They were talking about Stuart Sutherland,  

a British psychologist famous for his dismissive and devastating remarks about varied 

issues and colleagues, [who] had just published in his Dictionary of Psychology a 

startling definition that Francis proceeded to read: “Consciousness is a fascinating but 

elusive phenomenon; it is impossible to specify what it is, what it does, or why it 

evolved. Nothing worth reading has been written about it.” (p. 337) 

If Sutherland said nothing worth reading has been written about consciousness, what biting 

criticism might he apply to the self? I tracked down a copy of Sutherland’s (1996) dictionary, 

eager to see his commentary. To my disappointment, Sutherland either neglected or chose not to 

define the self as a stand-alone concept. Then a thought occurred to me—I wonder if this is the 

comment—does Sunderland’s omission signify that the self is even more troublesome to define 

than consciousness? If so, is it really a good idea to turn to the self as the core concept for a 

motivation theory? 

In a way, my own background in motivation for language learning is similar to that of the 

second language acquisition (SLA) field itself. My PhD supervisor was R. C. Gardner, author of 

the influential socio-educational model (Gardner, 1985, 2010). The socio-educational model and 
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the theory of motivation that it reflects have been going strong for some sixty years (Al-Hoorie 

& MacIntyre, 2020). Prior critics of the model argued that it was too influential, that it was 

limiting readers’ thinking about the sources of motivation in SLA (e.g., Crooks & Schmidt, 1991; 

Oxford & Shearin, 1994). One of those critics was Dörnyei (1994b), whose own model, the L2 

Motivation Self System (L2MSS), might be considered the dominant perspective at present 

(Thorsen, Henry & Cliffordson, 2020). Although there has been an expansion of motivation and 

related concepts (Lamb et al., 2019), it is argued below that the L2MSS itself is possibly too 

influential. 

Dörnyei (2005, 2009a) proposed the L2MSS with three core concepts: the ideal L2 self, 

the ought-to self, and L2 learning experience. Details of the model are reviewed elsewhere (see 

Gonzalez, this volume; Papi, this volume). There is little doubt that the model has been 

successful in orienting the field toward the self (Boo et al., 2015; Csizer, 2020; Dörnyei & Ryan, 

2015). As research on the L2MSS was getting under way, we expressed several reasons for 

caution, including a possible proliferation of “selves” in the field (MacIntyre, Mackinnon, & 

Clément, 2009a). A meta-analysis by Al-Hoorie (2018) suggests that such a troublesome 

proliferation is under way, 

the language motivation field is witnessing more and more selves being introduced, 

including anti-ought-to, rebellious, imposed, bilingual, multilingual, private, public, 

possible, and probable selves, but without sufficient attention to their construct validity or 

their overlap. In fact, it has become fashionable to introduce a new construct and suffix it 

with a “self” even when existing constructs seem to exist (e.g., anti-ought-to self versus 

reactance, and feared L2 self versus fear of failure). Adding a new dimension to an 
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existing construct (e.g., L2 reactance) may be more appropriate than introducing yet 

another “self”. (p. 738) 

Although the L2MSS model has proven popular, even dominant, in thinking about language 

learning motivation, there are questions about its value in predicting language outcomes as well 

as its theoretical stance. 

Setting aside for a moment the strong overlap between the Gardner (2010) and Dörnyei 

(2005) theoretical models, and concern whether two models restate with different emphasis the 

same basic idea of identifying with a language community (Claro, 2020), a deeper question is 

whether it has been worth the trouble to invoke the self as a central concept. For all its 

explanatory appeal, the self at its core is something of an illusion. 

The Self and Its Illusions 

There is an image that I (and many other speakers) like to use in talks about the self, a 

meme of an orange kitten looking into a mirror, seeing his reflected image not as it is but as a 

full-grown lion (there are dozens of variations on the theme available on the internet). The image 

is sometimes accompanied by a quote, “what matters most is how you see yourself,” meant to 

inspire confidence and the motivational pull of desirable future possibilities. This is the very 

foundation of the imagined ideal possible self central to the L2MSS. Given some thought, the 

image might not be clear-cut and inspirational. It might simply be showing a horribly defective 

mirror or (reading right-to-left) metaphorically represent the adult lion’s window into his past, 

and it could be showing a psychotic delusion. What if this might not be a mirror at all but a 

drive-through snack bar for lions—run little kitten, run! Tongue-in-cheek interpretations aside, 
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this meme captures both the utility and frustration of the self as a concept: the self is based in 

imagery. 

Damasio (2010) outlined a serious attempt to deal with the hard problem of defining the 

self in the context of the mind and consciousness. To summarize his theory, starting from his 

perspective as a neuroscientist, Damasio sees the self as based on patterns of neuronal activity 

that create mental imagery. The images are assembled representations of the internalized 

consequences of the body’s reactions to present experience; our brains create integrated imagery 

based on our interaction with the world around us. These reactions form simple emotions and 

complex feelings associated with events that become encoded over time as additional imagery, 

modified on a continuous basis. Through experience we come to remember our past and 

anticipate our future, constantly interpreting present experience within present, past, and future 

imagery. To facilitate the process of fusing past, present and future, images are collected into 

narratives that further combine into our autobiographical sense of self. Our engagements with the 

world around us are done from a unique perspective or standpoint reflected by, and in, the body. 

In a healthy adult, there is a sense of continuously being the same person and having the same 

body we’ve always had, even as we grow and change over time. This sense of continuity is 

combined with both feelings of ownership (a sense of what is “me” and “mine”) and agency 

(“me” being the origin of my actions) (see Al-Hoorie, 2015). The composite imagery from past, 

present and future mixes together continuously, as “(t)he self comes to mind in the form of 

images relentlessly telling a story” of engagements with the world and its mental representations 

(Damasio, 2010, p. 216). Because the imagery is built continuously from birth, it becomes 

complex and multilayered, interpreted, and reinterpreted in the context of the self—even as it is 

constantly under construction. Further adding to the complexity, the self is both the knower and 
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the object being known. Funder (2010), looking at the self and its role in personality, said, 

“beneath all of the real, ideal, ought, and relational selves, it still seems that deep down, a single 

self must be running the whole show … (e)xternal appearances, attitudes, and behaviors change 

across situations and over time, but the one who does the experiencing is still in there someplace, 

watching (and perhaps directing) everything” (p. 687). Markusand Wurf (1987) said that the self, 

once thought of as a “singular, static, lump-like entity has become a multi-dimensional, 

multifaceted dynamic structure that is systematically implicated in all aspects of social 

information processing” (p. 301). 

Like the kitten-lion image, the self’s imagery is not a recording of one’s life events but an 

interpretation of them. It is made and remade from images and imaginary experience, conflating 

past and present with future imagery. It is important to note that the self-as-knower is motivated 

to adapt, defend, and protect the autobiographical sense of continuity. Because it is continuously 

adapting, the self becomes layered, sometimes contradictory, and extraordinarily complex, 

wherein everything in memory and imagination may interact with the core sense of self and its 

strivings. Further, being rooted in one’s own specific perspective, subject to layers upon layers of 

potentially biased interpretation, the self is more than a little prone to error. Damasio (2010) 

notes Mark Twain’s observation that truth is stranger than fiction because fiction must follow a 

logic to be believable; the self is not so constrained. An individual’s autobiography is best 

viewed as a combination of fiction and nonfiction, part experiential image and part imagination. 

I would suggest that most motivation SLA researchers would prefer to think that their 

theories and observations as non-fiction, making the imaginary elements of self potentially 

problematic. Every cognitive psychology textbook will list myriad ways in which cognition is 
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biased, but the most comprehensive list I have seen is on a Wikipedia page: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_cognitive_biases. 

The page lists approximately 200 cognitive, social, and memory biases. There certainly is 

overlap and redundancy in the list, and not all biases are equally relevant to the way the self 

operates. But given potential interactions among two or more biases, there seems to be no end to 

the ways in which our sense of self and the world is or can be distorted. In SLA, MacIntyre et al. 

(1997) reported that anxious learners systematically underestimate, and confident learners 

overestimate, their second language ability. Building these distortions continuously into layers of 

the self over time, combining past, present, and future imagery, suggests that there is a lot here 

for researchers to tease out in any study using the self as its cornerstone. 

Approximately ten years ago, we searched the PSYCHINFO database found slightly over 

100,000 references to the self in the titles of articles (MacIntyre et al., 2009a). That same search 

today turned up 150,000 references that include the word self in the title. In 2009 we printed 50 

concepts related to the self (ibid.); today we could easily offer 100 or more. Not only is the self 

an impossibly complex concept, it has produced an impossibly complex literature. To prove 

psychology has a sense of irony (if not a sense of humor), the literature includes the concept of 

“the impossible self” (Pizzolato, 2007). 

Although there has been some proliferation of self-related concepts in the SLA literature, 

the original tripartite conceptualization of the L2MSS has remained robust over the years, despite 

a series of issues that remain largely unaddressed. The core motivational process believed to 

underlie the motivational effect of possible selves is a discrepancy between the present self and 

an imagined/future/ideal self. This discrepancy remains largely untested in SLA research, even to 

this day (MacIntyre, Mackinnon & Clément, 2009b; Thorsen, et al., 2020). Instead, research on 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_cognitive_biases
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the L2MSS has focused on the relative positivity of the ideal self-image, leading Al-Hoorie 

(2018) to suggest renaming it the imagined self. Almost all of the available studies use imagined 

effort as the criterion variable (i.e., the part of language learning that motivation is predicting). 

Although the imagined self predicts imagined effort very well, the model needs to be more 

firmly grounded in observable learning behaviors and language outcomes (Al-Hoorie, 2018; 

Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 200; Gardner, 2010). Further, the ought-to L2 self reflects the sense 

of obligations that a learner believes that important other people (e.g., their parents) have for 

them. The available evidence suggests that this self-guide is weaker than ideal L2 self and the 

process of internalizing the beliefs of others is not specified (Dörnyei, 2020). In addition, it 

seems critically important to assess not only the strength of imagined expectations held by other 

people but, more importantly, the learner’s volitional acceptance of those edicts. The third aspect 

of the L2MSS, L2 experience, is the most under-theorized component. Originally meant to 

capture the continuity of experience over time—nothing predicts the future as well as the past—

in practice, L2 experience has become almost synonymous with L2 attitudes (Dörnyei, 2020). 

Although Dörnyei (2020) has not abandoned the L2MSS, future research seems likely to offer it 

a more circumscribed role in the literature on motivation processes than it presently claims. 

Innovations and Challenges 

To his credit, Dörnyei (2020) recently has produced an insightful analysis of some of the 

challenging issues that remain outstanding for motivation theory beyond (but including) the 

L2MSS. Every theory grows as research moves forward and Dörnyei’s (2020) book is well worth 

reading. In the first half of the book he summarizes eleven motivational challenges and 

innovative attempts to deal with them. The second half of the book deals with three research 

frontiers, specific issues that recur in studies of motivation in SLA: unconscious motives, long-
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term motivation, and the issue of vision. Dörnyei digs into the complexity of motivation but does 

not arrive at an expanded or reconceptualized L2MSS. Therefore, it is interesting that in the 

concluding chapter for the book Dörnyei seems to acknowledge the limitations of the L2MSS as 

a framework by noting taking vision as an overarching concept. “L2 motivation research has 

opened the door into this direction [vision] and the outcome, the L2MSS, has proved to be 

successful. However, vision/mental imagery has even more to offer the field of SLA as a whole, 

from memory enhancement to the teaching of various language skills” (Dörnyei, 2020, p. 167). 

The text reflects something of a disconnect between the specificity of the L2MSS with its three 

components and the wide-ranging issues being raised throughout the book; ultimately that is a 

good thing because it expands thinking about L2 motivation beyond the three familiar elements 

of the L2MSS. 

To move forward, Dörnyei’s (2020) discussion of self-concordance theory both addresses 

the challenge of long-term motivation and helps to contextualize the L2MSS within the 

description of the self offered by Damasio (2010). Drawing on the work of Sheldon and 

colleagues, Dörnyei hits the nail on the head in discussing self-concordant goals. Dörnyei (2020) 

says, 

a self-concordant goal is self appropriate in a deep sense, representing a person’s 

enduring interests and passions as well as his/her central values and beliefs (Sheldon & 

Elliot, 1999). Self-concordance therefore concerns a deep-seated personal meaning that is 

in alignment with strongly held convictions. (pp. 137–8, emphasis added) 

If we limit the discussion of the self to concerns that fit this strongly worded description, we will 

have found an enduring role for the self in SLA. 
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Is the Self Worth the Trouble? 

Given all of the above concerns over theoretical and methodological issues, including 

frustration over the seemingly endless possibilities of proliferating self-related concepts, there is 

merit in understanding the self. The self provides a reflection of the invariants people have 

discovered in their own social behavior that actively affects how they process information. In 

brief, the self is defensive and resistant to change. If theorists such as Damasio (and Freud before 

him) are correct, and they don’t have to be fully correct to have made a good point, the idea of a 

deep-seated and defensive self that has difficulty separating fantasy from reality can be quite 

problematic for language learning in some situations but facilitating in other contexts. 

As a concept we cannot and should not leave the self behind or ignore it in favor of new 

flavor of the month concepts. However, we should be realistic in limiting its applicability to the 

situations in which it is most likely to be appropriate. Specifically, considering the definition of 

the self described above, the self applies best to those situations in which the past, present, and 

future all are integrated and highly relevant within consciousness, situations in which one’s view 

of themselves as a continuous entity matters. Researchers using the self as a major theoretical 

construct should be able to answer the question, “Why would the self, as big and complex as it 

is, as full of memory, experience, and imagination as it is, be relevant to the situation in which I 

am doing research?” Where SLA research on motivation is more circumscribed with lower 

stakes, the self is less relevant because it does not come to mind in situ (MacIntyre & Serroul, 

2015). In contexts where a study can justify why such a big concept would be applicable, then 

the self is quite likely to be a topic worth studying. 

In our research with musicians playing traditional Celtic music, some of whom were 

Gaelic speakers, we were struck with the intensity of the experiences they described (MacIntyre, 
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Sparling & Baker, 2017). Both Gardner’s concept of integrativeness and Dörnyei’s L2MSS 

offered some explanatory power, but we had to adjust the intensity and expand the breadth of the 

conceptualization of the concepts, to bring the kind of emphasis Sheldon’s (2014) idea of self-

concordance brings. In place of discussing beliefs and cognition, we suggested these heritage 

learners had convictions, in place of affect we argued that they displayed passions, and in place 

of the future L2 self we proposed they had a sense of a Rooted L2 Self that connected learners’ 

language future to their own past, as well as the past of their ancestors, and the physical place in 

which they lived. For the musicians we interviewed, language and music are connected to their 

physical home and its history, as well as their understanding of their own place in that history. 

They were consciously aware of the relationships among past, present, and future language 

development, and that their language learning has implications for the future of the language 

itself because it is spoken by so few people. In other words, for the interviewees, the Gaelic 

language learning was extraordinarily important to who they are. Their self-concept was front 

and center. In other contexts, where in one might be completing a language task that is not 

particularly self-involved or taking a course simply to fulfil a language requirement, the self 

would not be as relevant and other motivational concepts likely would have better explanatory 

power. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Dörnyei (2005) proposed the L2MSS with three main constituents: the 

ideal L2 self, the ought-to L2 self, and language learning experience. The choice to base a system 

of motivation on “the self” was a bold move; the self is one of the most notoriously nebulous 

concepts in the social sciences. Early in the development of the L2MSS, my colleagues and I 

(MacIntyre, et al., 2009a, 2009b) offered some words of encouragement, but also a series of 
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cautions about the self as a central concept in a motivation theory in general, and a language 

learning theory in particular.  

On the one hand, the self has been a central concept in psychology for decades and it 

generated an enormous amount of research. But on the other hand, in all of psychology, there is 

hardly a more difficult concept to define and describe in writing. Although this brief chapter 

outlines some of the concerns about the self, it should be clear that, applied to situations that 

really matter, where one’s core identity is bound to language, the concept provides an important 

perspective. Dörnyei (2020) opened the door to locating the L2MSS within broader issues, such 

as vision and long-term motives. There is a lot to work out with respect to the issues raised by 

Dörnyei (2020), too many interesting possibilities to address here. However, when combining 

Dörnyei’s (2020) recent work with Damasio (2010) explanation of the self, I would suggest L2 

motivation research limit the applicability of the L2MSS to situations in which the self obviously 

becomes a prominent and salient concern to the conscious mind because only under such 

conditions does the conceptual complexity of the self seem worth the trouble. 


