
The rise of “self”: A shift in the ways of thinking about individual human beings  

One of the most remarkable semantic developments which took place in English in 

modern times was related to the emergence and wide spread of the noun self, and also, 

to the ascent of the prefix self-.
 
The entry on self- in the OED writes about it as 

follows (see also Marchand 1969): 

 

In OE the number of recorded compounds [with self] is 13, […]. The only 

survivals of the OE. compounds in ME. Are SELF-WILL and its cognates […]. 

Self- first appears as a living formative element about the middle of the 16
th

 

century, probably to a great extent by imitation or reminiscence of Greek 

compounds in auto-. The number of self-compounds was greatly augmented 

towards the middle of the 17
th

 century, when many new words appeared in 

theological and philosophical writings, some of which had apparently a 

restricted currency of about 50 years (e.g. 1645–1690), while a large proportion 

became established and have a continuous history to the present time. 

 

Lionel Trilling links the emergence of the noun self with profound changes in 

European culture, which “were most dramatically marked in England” (1974: 19), and 

he quotes literary scholar Paul Delany’s study “of the sudden effervescence of 

autobiography” in seventeenth-century England and his remarks on “‘some deep 

changes in the British habits of thought’ that must account for the development of the 

new genre” (1974: 21). “The impulse to write autobiography”, Trilling suggests, “may 

be taken as virtually definitive of the psychological changes to which historians 

point”; and he links these changes with the emergence of an “individual”: “at a certain 

point in history men became individuals” (1974: 24). To this we should add: in some 

places.  

Very pertinently, Trilling quotes in this context historian Christopher Hill’s (1961: 

253) observations referring to the final decades of the seventeenth century: “All roads 

in our period have led to individualism. […] Privacy contributed to the introspection 

and soul-searching of radical Puritanism, to the keeping of diaries and spiritual 

journals”. 

Hill uses here the word soul-searching, but as the OED records and as other sources 

confirm, the word used in the second half of the seventeenth century was already self-

examination (seen as a religious duty). Using NSM, the core of the new idea 

commented on by British philosophers like Locke and Berkeley in relation to the new 

English noun self can be formulated quite simply “someone thinks like this about 



someone: this is me”. The link between this idea and, for example, the rise of mirrors 

as a cultural institution is obvious: this is precisely the thought likely to arise in the 

mind of a person looking into a mirror. The practice of self-examination fostered by 

Puritanism also encouraged the thought “this is me”. In fact, autobiographies, spiritual 

diaries, and other documents of self-examination and self-exploration whose 

effervescence in seventeenth-century English was noted by Trilling and others can all 

be seen as being like mirrors: the person engaging in such activities wants to see 

himself or herself as they really are. The early abstract nouns with the prefix self- 

appear to conform to this general idea, too.  

In the NRSV, the impact of self- made itself felt in particular in the central position 

of “self-control” as a key moral value. For example, in St. Paul’s letter to the 

Galatians, self-control is one of the all-important “fruits of the spirit”, replacing the 

KJV’s temperance. Clearly, the shift from “temperance” to “self-control” reflects 

significant changes in moral ideals and values.  

Apart from the softened moral message, however, there is a profound shift in 

perspective here, linked with the use of the prefix self-. Arguably, words like self-

examination, self-esteem, self-pity, self-righteousness and self-control (whose first 

records are, respectively 1647, 1657, 1621, 1656 and 1711), imply a conceptualization 

involving the objectivizing thought “this someone is me”. Schematically:  

 

self-control  

it can be like this: someone thinks like this about someone: 

     “I want to control this someone, this someone is me” 

 

 

There is no similar first-person perspective, and no objectifying “this-someone-is-

me” thought in the meanings of either temperance or “the flesh”. Accordingly, the 

new translation brings with it a profound change in perspective, and in meaning. 

 The rise of the prefix self- is a phenomenon unparalleled in most other 

European languages. Appearances to the contrary, even the German compounds with 

the stem selbst- do not constitute a close parallel here. The absence of German 

counterparts (with selbst-) of English words like self-centred, self-indulgence, self-

interest, self-defeating, self-effacing and many others highlights the fact that the 

German selbst- is not “a living formative element” in the sense in which the English 

self- is. 



 Furthermore, words like Selbstbeherschung, Selbstmitleid and 

Selbstbewunderung are far less colloquial in German than those like self-control, self-

admiration and self-pity are in English. The German compounds with selbst- are also, 

on the whole, much more recent, as a comparison of the first records in Deutsches 

Wörterbuch (Grimm and Grimm 1905) and in the OED makes very clear. 

As for the noun self, it has been introduced in the NRSV in three contexts: 1) when 

the KJV contrasts “the old man” with the “new man” (used metaphorically, in relation 

to a person’s moral transformation) (example (3)); 2) when the KJV opposes “the 

inward man” to “my members” (i.e. the body and its parts) (example (4)), and 3) 

when the KJV speaks of “soul” (example (5)). These three contexts are illustrated 

below: 

 

(3) a Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with 

its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being 

renewed in the knowledge according to the image of its creator. (Col. 3: 8–

10, NRSV) 

 b Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deed; 

And have put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the 

image of him that created him. (KJV) 

 

(4) a So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at 

hand. For I delight in the law of God in my in-most self, but I see in my 

members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to 

the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! (Rom. 7: 

21–24, NRSV) 

 b I find then a law, that when I would do good, evil is present with me. For I 

delight in the law of God after the inward man […] (KJV) 

 

(5) a  […] we are determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but also 

our own selves, because you have become very dear to us. (I Thess., 2:8, 

NRSV) 

 b […] we were willing to have imparted unto you, not the gospel of God only, 

but also our own souls, because you were dear unto us. (KJV) 

 

The metaphors based on the word man (“the old man” vs. “the new man”, “the 

inward man”) have been preserved in the modernized version of the New Testament 



in other European languages. In English, however (in the NRSV), they have been 

removed and replaced with self. The reason for this is obvious: in the course of the 

last few decades English lost its word corresponding to the Greek anthropos, as man 

lost its generic meaning (the singular counterpart of people). From a comparative 

perspective, this is a striking lexical and conceptual gap, and the substitutes pressed 

into service in different contexts bring with them culturally distinct modern Anglo 

concepts such as self, mind and person.  
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