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GEORGE HERBERT MEAD

The self is not the body but arises in social experience. Explaining this insight is perhaps
the greatest contribution of George Herbert Mead. Mead argues that the basic shape of
our personalities is derived from the social groupings in which we live. Note, too, that
even the qualities that distinguish each of us from others emerge only within a social

community.

In our statement of the development of intelli-
gence we have already suggested that the lan-
guage process is essential for the development of
the self. The self has a character which is different
from that of the physiological organism proper.

The self is something which has a
development; it is not initially
there, at birth, but arises in the
process of social experience and
activity, that is, develops in the
given individual as a result of his
relations to that process as a
whole and to other individuals
within that process. . . .

We can distinguish very defi-
nitely between the self and the
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body. The body can be there and can operate in a
very intelligent fashion without there being a self
involved in the experience. The self has the char-
acteristic that it is an object to itself, and that
characteristic distinguishes it from other objects

and from the body. It is perfectly
true that the eye can see the foot,
but it does not see the body as a
whole. We cannot see our backs;
we can feel certain portions of
them, if we are agile, but we
cannot get an experience of our
whole body. There are, of course,
experiences which are somewhat
vague and difficult of location,
but the bodily experiences are
for us organized about a self.
The foot and hand belong to the
self. We can see our feet, espe-
cially if we look at them from
the wrong end of an opera glass,
as strange things which we have
difficulty in recognizing as our
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own. The parts of the body are quite distinguish-
able from the self. We can lose parts of the body
without any serious invasion of the self. The mere
ability to experience different parts of the body is
not different from the experience of a table. The
table presents a different feel from what the hand
does when one hand feels another, but it is an
experience of something with which we come
definitely into contact. The body does not expe-
rience itself as a whole, in the sense in which
the self in some way enters into the experience of
the self.

It is the characteristic of the self as an object
to itself that I want to bring out. This characteris-
tic is represented in the word “self,” which is a
reflexive, and indicates that which can be both
subject and object. This type of object is essen-
tially different from other objects, and in the past
it has been distinguished as conscious, a term
which indicates an experience with, an experi-
ence of, one’s self. It was assumed that con-
sciousness in some way carried this capacity of
being an object to itself. In giving a behavioristic
statement of consciousness we have to look for
some sort of experience in which the physical or-
ganism can become an object to itself.!

When one is running to get away from some-
one who is chasing him, he is entirely occupied
in this action, and his experience may be swal-
lowed up in the objects about him, so that he has,
at the time being, no consciousness of self at all.
We must be, of course, very completely occupied
to have that take place, but we can, I think, recog-
nize that sort of a possible experience in which
the self does not enter. We can, perhaps, get some
light on that situation through those experiences
in which in very intense action there appear in
the experience of the individual, back of this in-
tense action, memories and anticipations. Tolstoi
as an officer in the war gives an account of hav-
ing pictures of his past experience in the midst of
his most intense action. There are also the pic-
tures that flash into a person’s mind when he is
drowning. In such instances there is a contrast
between an experience that is absolutely wound

up in outside activity in which the self as an ob-
ject does not enter, and an activity of memory
and imagination in which the self is the principal
object. The self is then entirely distinguishable
from an organism that is surrounded by things
and acts with reference to things, including parts
of its own body. These latter may be objects like
other objects, but they are just objects out there
in the field, and they do not involve a self that is
an object to the organism. This is, I think, fre-
quently overlooked. It is that fact which makes
our anthropomorphic reconstructions of animal
life so fallacious. How can an individual get out-
side himself (experientially) in such a way as to
become an object to himself? This is the essential
psychological problem of selfthood or of self-
consciousness; and its solution is to be found by
referring to the process of social conduct or ac-
tivity in which the given person or individual is
implicated. The apparatus of reason would not be
complete unless it swept itself into its own analy-
sis of the field of experience; or unless the indi-
vidual brought himself into the same experiential
field as that of the other individual selves in rela-
tion to whom he acts in any given social situa-
tion. Reason cannot become impersonal unless it
takes an objective, noneffective attitude toward
itself; otherwise we have just consciousness, not
self-consciousness. And it is necessary to rational
conduct that the individual should thus take an
objective, impersonal attitude toward himself,
that he should become an object to himself. For
the individual organism is obviously an essential
and important fact or constituent element of the
empirical situation in which it acts; and without
taking objective account of itself as such, it can-
not act intelligently, or rationally.

The individual experiences himself as such,
not directly, but only indirectly, from the particu-
lar standpoints of other individual members of
the same social group, or from the generalized
standpoint of the social group as a whole to
which he belongs. For he enters his own experi-
ence as a self or individual, not directly or imme-
diately, not by becoming a subject to himself, but



only insofar as he first becomes an object to him-
self just as other individuals are objects to him or
in his experience; and he becomes an object to
himself only by taking the attitudes of other indi-
viduals toward himself within a social environ-
ment or context of experience and behavior in
which both he and they are involved.

The importance of what we term “communi-
cation” lies in the fact that it provides a form of
behavior in which the organism or the individual
may become an object to himself. It is that sort of
communication which we have been discussing—
not communication in the sense of the cluck of
the hen to the chickens, or the bark of a wolf to
the pack, or the lowing of a cow, but communica-
tion in the sense of significant symbols, commu-
nication which is directed not only to others but
also to the individual himself. So far as that type
of communication is a part of behavior it at least
introduces a self. Of course, one may hear with-
out listening; one may see things that he does
not realize; do things that he is not really aware
of. But it is where one does respond to that which
he addresses to another and where that response
of his own becomes a part of his conduct, where
he not only hears himself but responds to him-
self, talks and replies to himself as truly as the
other person replies to him, that we have behav-
ior in which the individuals become objects to
themselves. . . .

The self, as that which can be an object to it-
self, is essentially a social structure, and it arises
in social experience. After a self has arisen, it in a
certain sense provides for itself its social experi-
ences, and so we can conceive of an absolutely
solitary self. But it is impossible to conceive of a
self arising outside of social experience. When it
has arisen we can think of a person in solitary
confinement for the rest of his life, but who still
has himself as a companion, and is able to think
and to converse with himself as he had communi-
cated with others. That process to which I have
just referred, of responding to one’s self as an-
other responds to it, taking part in one’s own con-
versation with others, being aware of what one is
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saying and using that awareness of what one is
saying to determine what one is going to say
thereafter—that is a process with which we are
all familiar. We are continually following up our
own address to other persons by an understand-
ing of what we are saying, and using that under-
standing in the direction of our continued speech.
We are finding out what we are going to say,
what we are going to do, by saying and doing,
and in the process we are continually controlling
the process itself. In the conversation of gestures
what we say calls out a certain response in an-
other and that in turn changes our own action, so
that we shift from what we started to do because
of the reply the other makes. The conversation of
gestures is the beginning of communication. The
individual comes to carry on a conversation of
gestures with himself. He says something, and
that calls out a certain reply in himself which
makes him change what he was going to say. One
starts to say something, we will presume an un-
pleasant something, but when he starts to say it
he realizes it is cruel. The effect on himself of
what he is saying checks him; there is here a con-
versation of gestures between the individual and
himself. We mean by significant speech that the
action is one that affects the individual himself,
and that the effect upon the individual himself is
part of the intelligent carrying-out of the conver-
sation with others. Now we, so to speak, ampu-
tate that social phase and dispense with it for the
time being, so that one is talking to one’s self as
one would talk to another person.?

This process of abstraction cannot be carried
on indefinitely. One inevitably seeks an audience,
has to pour himself out to somebody. In reflective
intelligence one thinks to act, and to act solely so
that this action remains a part of a social process.
Thinking becomes preparatory to social action.
The very process of thinking is, of course, simply
an inner conversation that goes on, but it is a con-
versation of gestures which in its completion im-
plies the expression of that which one thinks to
an audience. One separates the significance of
what he is saying to others from the actual speech
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and gets it ready before saying it. He thinks it
out, and perhaps writes it in the form of a book;
but it is still a part of social intercourse in which
one is addressing other persons and at the same
time addressing one’s self, and in which one con-
trols the address to other persons by the response
made to one’s own gesture. That the person
should be responding to himself is necessary to
the self, and it is this sort of social conduct which
provides behavior within which that self appears.
I know of no other form of behavior than the lin-
guistic in which the individual is an object to
himself, and, so far as I can see, the individual is
not a self in the reflexive sense unless he is an
object to himself. It is this fact that gives a criti-
cal importance to communication, since this is a
type of behavior in which the individual does so
respond to himself.

We realize in everyday conduct and experi-
ence that an individual does not mean a great
deal of what he is doing and saying. We fre-
quently say that such an individual is not himself.
We come away from an interview with a realiza-
tion that we have left out important things, that
there are parts of the self that did not get into
what was said. What determines the amount of
the self that gets into communication is the social
experience itself. Of course, a good deal of the
self does not need to get expression. We carry on
a whole series of different relationships to differ-
ent people. We are one thing to one man and an-
other thing to another. There are parts of the self
which exist only for the self in relationship to it-
self. We divide ourselves up in all sorts of differ-
ent selves with reference to our acquaintances.
We discuss politics with one and religion with
another. There are all sorts of different selves an-
swering to all sorts of different social reactions. It
is the social process itself that is responsible for
the appearance of the self; it is not there as a self
apart from this type of experience.

A multiple personality is in a certain sense
normal, as I have just pointed out. . . .

The unity and structure of the complete self re-
flects the unity and structure of the social process

as a whole; and each of the elementary selves of
which it is composed reflects the unity and struc-
ture of one of the various aspects of that process
in which the individual is implicated. In other
words, the various elementary selves which con-
stitute, or are organized into, a complete self are
the various aspects of the structure of that com-
plete self answering to the various aspects of the
structure of the social process as a whole; the
structure of the complete self is thus a reflection
of the complete social process. The organization
and unification of a social group is identical with
the organization and unification of any one of the
selves arising within the social process in which
that group is engaged, or which it is carrying on.’

. .. Another set of background factors in the
genesis of the self is represented in the activities
of play and the game. . . . We find in children . . .
imaginary companions which a good many chil-
dren produce in their own experience. They orga-
nize in this way the responses which they call out
in other persons and call out also in themselves.
Of course, this playing with an imaginary com-
panion is only a peculiarly interesting phase of
ordinary play. Play in this sense, especially the
stage which precedes the organized games, is a
play at something. A child plays at being a
mother, at being a teacher, at being a policeman;
that is, it is taking different roles, as we say. We
have something that suggests this in what we call
the play of animals: A cat will play with her kit-
tens, and dogs play with each other. Two dogs
playing with each other will attack and defend, in
a process which if carried through would amount
to an actual fight. There is a combination of re-
sponses which checks the depth of the bite. But
we do not have in such a situation the dogs taking
a definite role in the sense that a child deliber-
ately takes the role of another. This tendency on
the part of children is what we are working with
in the kindergarten where the roles which the
children assume are made the basis for training.
When a child does assume a role he has in him-
self the stimuli which call out that particular re-
sponse or group of responses. He may, of course,



run away when he is chased, as the dog does, or
he may turn around and strike back just as the
dog does in his play. But that is not the same as
playing at something. Children get together to
“play Indian.” This means that the child has a cer-
tain set of stimuli that call out in itself the re-
sponses that they would call out in others, and
which answer to an Indian. In the play period the
child utilizes his own responses to these stimuli
which he makes use of in building a self. The re-
sponse which he has a tendency to make to these
stimuli organizes them. He plays that he is, for
instance, offering himself something, and he
buys it; he gives a letter to himself and takes it
away; he addresses himself as a parent, as a
teacher; he arrests himself as a policeman. He
has a set of stimuli which call out in himself the
sort of responses they call out in others. He takes
this group of responses and organizes them into a
certain whole. Such is the simplest form of being
another to one’s self. It involves a temporal situa-
tion. The child says something in one character
and responds in another character, and then his
responding in another character is a stimulus to
himself in the first character, and so the conver-
sation goes on. A certain organized structure
arises in him and in his other which replies to it,
and these carry on the conversation of gestures
between themselves.

If we contrast play with the situation in an or-
ganized game, we note the essential difference
that the child who plays in a game must be ready
to take the attitude of everyone else involved in
that game, and that these different roles must
have a definite relationship to each other. Taking
a very simple game such as hide-and-seek, every-
one with the exception of the one who is hiding is
a person who is hunting. A child does not require
more than the person who is hunted and the one
who is hunting. If a child is playing in the first
sense he just goes on playing, but there is no
basic organization gained. In that early stage he
passes from one to another just as a whim takes
him. But in a game where a number of individu-
als are involved, then the child taking one role
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must be ready to take the role of everyone else.
If he gets in a ball game he must have the re-
sponses of each position involved in his own po-
sition. He must know what everyone else is
going to do in order to carry out his own play.
He has to take all of these roles. They do not all
have to be present in consciousness at the same
time, but at some moments he has to have three
or four individuals present in his own attitude,
such as the one who is going to throw the ball,
the one who is going to catch it, and so on. These
responses must be, in some degree, present in
his own make-up. In the game, then, there is a
set of responses of such others so organized that
the attitude of one calls out the appropriate atti-
tudes of the other.

This organization is put in the form of the
rules of the game. Children take a great interest
in rules. They make rules on the spot in order to
help themselves out of difficulties. Part of the en-
joyment of the game is to get these rules. Now,
the rules are the set of responses which a particu-
lar attitude calls out. You can demand a certain
response in others if you take a certain attitude.
These responses are all in yourself as well. There
you get an organized set of such responses as that
to which I have referred, which is something
more elaborate than the roles found in play. Here
there is just a set of responses that follow on each
other indefinitely. At such a stage we speak of a
child as not yet having a fully developed self. The
child responds in a fairly intelligent fashion to
the immediate stimuli that come to him, but they
are not organized. He does not organize his life
as we would like to have him do, namely, as a
whole. There is just a set of responses of the type
of play. The child reacts to a certain stimulus, and
the reaction is in himself that is called out in oth-
ers, but he is not a whole self. In his game he has
to have an organization of these roles; otherwise
he cannot play the game. The game represents the
passage in the life of the child from taking the
role of others in play to the organized part that is
essential to self-consciousness in the full sense of
the term.
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. . . The fundamental difference between the
game and play is that in the former the child must
have the attitude of all the others involved in that
game. The attitudes of the other players which the
participant assumes organize into a sort of unit,
and it is that organization which controls the re-
sponse of the individual. The illustration used
was of a person playing baseball. Each one of his
own acts is determined by his assumption of the
action of the others who are playing the game.
What he does is controlled by his being everyone
else on that team, at least insofar as those atti-
tudes affect his own particular response. We get
then an “other” which is an organization of the
attitudes of those involved in the same process.

The organized community or social group
which gives to the individual his unity of self may
be called “the generalized other.” The attitude of
the generalized other is the attitude of the whole
community.* Thus, for example, in the case of
such a social group as a ball team, the team is the
generalized other insofar as it enters—as an orga-
nized process or social activity—into the experi-
ence of any one of the individual members of it.

If the given human individual is to develop a
self in the fullest sense, it is not sufficient for him
merely to take the attitudes of other human indi-
viduals toward himself and toward one another
within the human social process, and to bring
that social process as a whole into his individual
experience merely in these terms: He must also,
in the same way that he takes the attitudes of
other individuals toward himself and toward one
another, take their attitudes toward the various
phases or aspects of the common social activity
or set of social undertakings in which, as mem-
bers of an organized society or social group, they
are all engaged; and he must then, by generaliz-
ing these individual attitudes of that organized
society or social group itself, as a whole, act to-
ward different social projects which at any given
time it is carrying out, or toward the various
larger phases of the general social process which
constitutes its life and of which these projects are
specific manifestations. This getting of the broad

activities of any given social whole or organized
society as such within the experiential field of
any one of the individuals involved or included in
that whole is, in other words, the essential basis
and prerequisite of the fullest development of
that individual’s self: Only insofar as he takes the
attitudes of the organized social group to which
he belongs toward the organized, cooperative
social activity or set of such activities in which
that group as such is engaged, does he develop a
complete self or possess the sort of complete
self he has developed. And on the other hand,
the complex cooperative processes and activi-
ties and institutional functionings of organized
human society are also possible only insofar as
every individual involved in them or belonging
to that society can take the general attitudes of
all other such individuals with reference to
these processes and activities and institutional
functionings, and to the organized social whole
of experiential relations and interactions thereby
constituted—and can direct his own behavior
accordingly.

It is in the form of the generalized other that
the social process influences the behavior of the
individuals involved in it and carrying it on, i.e.,
that the community exercises control over the
conduct of its individual members; for it is in
this form that the social process or community
enters as a determining factor into the individ-
ual’s thinking. In abstract thought the individual
takes the attitude of the generalized other® to-
ward himself, without reference to its expression
in any particular other individuals; and in con-
crete thought he takes that attitude insofar as it is
expressed in the attitudes toward his behavior of
those other individuals with whom he is involved
in the given social situation or act. But only by
taking the attitude of the generalized other to-
ward himself, in one or another of these ways,
can he think at all; for only thus can thinking—
or the internalized conversation of gestures
which constitutes thinking—occur. And only
through the taking by individuals of the attitude
or attitudes of the generalized other toward



themselves is the existence of a universe of dis-
course, as that system of common or social mean-
ings which thinking presupposes at its context,
rendered possible.

... I have pointed out, then, that there are two
general stages in the full development of the self.
At the first of these stages, the individual’s self is
considered simply by an organization of the par-
ticular attitudes of other individuals toward him-
self and toward one another in the specific social
acts in which he participates with them. But at
the second stage in the full development of the
individual’s self that self is constituted not only
by an organization of these particular individual
attitudes, but also by an organization of the social
attitudes of the generalized other or the social
group as a whole to which he belongs. . . . So the
self reaches its full development by organizing
these individual attitudes of others into the orga-
nized social or group attitudes, and by thus be-
coming an individual reflection of the general
systematic pattern of social or group behavior in
which it and the others are all involved—a pat-
tern which enters as a whole into the individual’s
experience in terms of these organized group atti-
tudes which, through the mechanism of his cen-
tral nervous system, he takes toward himself, just
as he takes the individual attitudes of others.

... A person is a personality because he be-
longs to a community, because he takes over the
institutions of that community into his own con-
duct. He takes its language as a medium by
which he gets his personality, and then through a
process of taking the different roles that all the
others furnish he comes to get the attitude of the
members of the community. Such, in a certain
sense, is the structure of a man’s personality.
There are certain common responses which each
individual has toward certain common things,
and insofar as those common responses are
awakened in the individual when he is affecting
other persons he arouses his own self. The struc-
ture, then, on which the self is built is this response
which is common to all, for one has to be a mem-
ber of a community to be a self. Such responses
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are abstract attitudes, but they constitute just
what we term a man’s character. They give him
what we term his principles, the acknowledged
attitudes of all members of the community to-
ward what are the values of that community. He
is putting himself in the place of the generalized
other, which represents the organized responses
of all the members of the group. It is that which
guides conduct controlled by principles, and a
person who has such an organized group of re-
sponses is a man who we say has character, in
the moral sense.

. .. I have so far emphasized what I have
called the structures upon which the self is con-
structed, the framework of the self, as it were. Of
course we are not only what is common to all:
Each one of the selves is different from everyone
else; but there has to be such a common structure
as I have sketched in order that we may be mem-
bers of a community at all. We cannot be our-
selves unless we are also members in whom there
is a community of attitudes which control the at-
titudes of all. We cannot have rights unless we
have common attitudes. That which we have ac-
quired as self-conscious persons makes us such
members of society and gives us selves. Selves
can only exist in definite relationships to other
selves. No hard-and-fast line can be drawn be-
tween our own selves and the selves of others,
since our own selves exist and enter as such into
our experience only insofar as the selves of oth-
ers exist and enter as such into our experience
also. The individual possesses a self only in rela-
tion to the selves of the other members of his so-
cial group; and the structure of his self expresses
or reflects the general behavior pattern of this so-
cial group to which he belongs, just as does the
structure of the self of every other individual be-
longing to this social group.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. How does Mead distinguish between body
and the self? What makes this a radically social
view of the self?
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2. How is the self both a subject and an object to
itself? How is the ability to assume “the role of
the other” vital to our humanity?

3. The idea that socialization produces confor-
mity is easy to understand, but how does Mead
argue that individual distinctiveness is also a re-
sult of social experience?

NOTES

1. Man’s behavior is such in his social group that he is
able to become an object to himself, a fact which constitutes
him a more advanced product of evolutionary development
than are the lower animals. Fundamentally it is this social
fact—and not his alleged possession of a soul or mind with
which he, as an individual, has been mysteriously and super-
naturally endowed, and with which the lower animals have not
been endowed—that differentiates him from them.

2. It is generally recognized that the specifically social
expressions of intelligence, or the exercise of what is often
called “social intelligence,” depend upon the given individ-
ual’s ability to take the roles of, or “put himself in the place
of,” the other individuals implicated with him in given social
situations; and upon his consequent sensitivity to their atti-
tudes toward himself and toward one another. These specifi-
cally social expressions of intelligence, of course, acquire
unique significance in terms of our view that the whole nature
of intelligence is social to the very core—that this putting of
one’s self in the places of others, this taking by one’s self of
their roles or attitudes, is not merely one of the various as-
pects or expressions of intelligence or intelligent behavior,
but is the very essence of its character. Spearman’s “X factor”
in intelligence—the unknown factor which, according to him,
intelligence contains—is simply (if our social theory of intel-
ligence is correct) this ability of the intelligent individual to
take the attitude of the other, or the attitudes of others, thus
realizing the significations or grasping the meanings of the
symbols or gestures in terms of which thinking proceeds; and
thus being able to carry on with himself the internal conversa-
tion with these symbols or gestures which thinking involves.

3. The unity of the mind is not identical with the unity of
the self. The unity of the self is constituted by the unity of the
entire relational pattern of social behavior and experience in

which the individual is implicated, and which is reflected in
the structure of the self; but many of the aspects or features of
this entire pattern do not enter into consciousness, so that the
unity of the mind is in a sense an abstraction from the more
inclusive unity of the self.

4. It is possible for inanimate objects, no less than for
other human organisms, to form parts of the generalized
and organized—the completely socialized—other for any
given human individual, insofar as he responds to such ob-
jects socially or in a social fashion (by means of the mecha-
nism of thought, the internalized conversation of gestures).
Any thing—any object or set of objects, whether animate or
inanimate, human or animal, or merely physical—toward
which he acts, or to which he responds, socially, is an ele-
ment in what for him is the generalized other; by taking the
attitudes of which toward himself he becomes conscious of
himself as an object or individual, and thus develops a self
or personality. Thus, for example, the cult, in its primitive
form, is merely the social embodiment of the relation be-
tween the given social group or community and its physical
environment—an organized social means, adopted by the
individual members of that group or community, of enter-
ing into social relations with that environment, or (in a
sense) of carrying on conversations with it; and in this way
that environment becomes part of the total generalized
other for each of the individual members of the given social
group or community.

5. We have said that the internal conversation of the indi-
vidual with himself in terms of words or significant ges-
tures—the conversation which constitutes the process or
activity of thinking—is carried on by the individual from the
standpoint of the “generalized other.” And the more abstract
that conversation is, the more abstract thinking happens to be,
the further removed is the generalized other from any connec-
tion with particular individuals. It is especially in abstract
thinking, that is to say, that the conversation involved is car-
ried on by the individual with the generalized other, rather
than with any particular individuals. Thus it is, for example,
that abstract concepts are concepts stated in terms of the atti-
tudes of the entire social group or community; they are stated
on the basis of the individual’s consciousness of the attitudes
of the generalized other toward them, as a result of his taking
these attitudes of the generalized other and then responding to
them. And thus it is also that abstract propositions are stated
in a form which anyone—any other intelligent individual—
will accept.



