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Historical Notes on "Symbolic Interaction" 

Of the many approaches.,to the study of social behavior, those 

titled "behaviorist" have tended to be descriptive in orientation, 

although they have involved various degrees of speculative inference in 

the formulation of theory. Some approaches have been general and indeed 

may be seen to have a strong initial descriptive-phenomenological base, 

relatively free from pre-conception. One of these broader deve10pnlents 

of social behaviorism has been identified as "symbolic interactioni.sm." 

In what follows attention is given to some aspects of this development 

and to the work of a few of the persons who contributed centrally to 

it. 

Possibly a place to begin examining the development of thi.s 

aspect of social behaviorism is through the ~ork of James Mark Baldwin, 

a psychologist at Princeton University who published two major volumes 

relevant to this area of study before the turn of the century. The first 

of these was titled Mental Development in the Child and the Race (New 
• 

York: MacMillan and Company, 1895). A close reading of this volume will 

impress persons familiar with the early soci'a1 psychological writings 

for its affinity to the pragmatist work of William James and others, and 

to the developing empirical work on 'inte1ligence of James McKeen Ca.tte11. 

On the other hand, concern with some evolutionary and more general 

problems suggest the influence of other sources, which would lead to a: 
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" .. conviction that no consistent view of mental development i.n the 

individual could possibly be reached without a doctrine of the rs.c\,! 

development Of consciousness,--i.e., the great problem of the evolution 

of mind." (P. vii) 

The perspective of Baldwin, however, may be seen in his assessment as 

. follows! 

" • We have no social psychology, because we' have had no d.octrine 

of the socius. We have had theories of the ~ and the ~; bu.t that 

they did not reveal the socius is just their condemnation.". (p. ix) 

The two central concepts in Baldwin's analysis are imitation and 

suggestion, concepts taken over in part from Gabriel Tarde. Imitation, 

of course, is not defined as narrowly as our common conception, but 

refers to the responses to suggestion, and suggestion is essentia.lly 

defined as composec! of all those processes which influence the behavior 

of the individual. A notion of learning is implicit in the forma.tion of 

habits, which are essentially identified with a tendency to repea.t 

processes which are successful or useful in some way for the individual. 

Whenever habits are formed, they tend to persist, but they also require 

adaptation to new situations. Implicit in the process is a notion of 

differentiation and development, a dialectic process with refinement of 

complex responses to more complex situations. Ultimately, volition or 

consciousness of choice manifests itself in an imitative process wher~, 

involving memory, a complex response pattern is linked to other related 

patterns. While Baldwin's presentation is highly detailed, it has gaps, 

and while the above description is overly brief and does not indicate 
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how such a notion as consciousness arises, equally Baldwin's presentation 

names rather than explains on many such details. 



However, it must be noted clearly that in Baldwin's writing the 

interaction of individual and society in a symbolic interactionist 

framework is clearly outlined. The individual draws his personali ty 

from the social situation in which he arrives and is formed. He is a 

responsive and plastic organism, having some individuality as a physical 

being, and also exposed to selective values and experiences. Out of his 

own formation at some point arises an individual synthesis of person 
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which interacts with the Plilieu, making such contribution as individuals 

can to the "social heredity" which is constantly being formed as historical 

process. 

Baldwin's considerations are oriented towards the explanation 

not merely of how an organism becomes a person, but the evolutionary 

and developmental processes of mankind. The phylogenetic and genetic 

analogies play an important part in his volume, but this should not mask 

the fact that consideration is given to questions of the development of 

self. Similarly, the notion of imitation is complex, not merely an 

idea .of mirror repetitions in an unmediated process. 

A major problem with Baldwin's analysis is its incompleteness. 

There are gaps as has been noted above, but at l-east he did not m.ake the 

error of trying to fill these gaps with instincts or other erroneous 

principles. Development of the self is difficult to trace when one moves 

from the general but simple principle to the complex being. For example, 

note the skeleton for a theory of development of the complex being in the 

following, along with the recognition of the incompleteness of knowledge. 
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"The one kind of organic process which would al'.complish the 

selection of reactions in an organism's life-history is the one »hich 

we actually find--which is to say that our theory waits as it should 

upon facts. There is a process by which the theatre of the appli.cation 

of natural ,selection h transferred from the outside relations oj: the 

organism, its relation,s to its environment, to the inside relations of, 

the organism. It takes the form of the functional adjustment of the 

'life processes to variations in its own motor responses, so that 

b'e'neficial reactions are selec ted from the entire mass Of responBes." 

(p. 176) 

" . The empirical analysis of pleasure and pain states requi.es 

the recognition of these two facts, on any theory of the hedonic 

consciousness, Le., first, pleasure accompanies norm<ll psycho-physical 

process, or its advancement by new stimulations which <Ire vitally gopd; 

and second, pain accompanies abno.mal psycho-physical process, or 

the anticipation of its being brought apout by new stimulations "llich 

are vitally bad." (p. 177) 

"Advantage llas now been seen to lie in reactions by which 

certain stimulations are retained or repeated and certain others avoided. 

Now the former are the reactions to stimulations which give plea'1ure, 

the latter reactions to those which give pain.'" (p. 177) 

"If development is by repetition, and if repetition can be 

secured only by variation which brings about what I have 'designated 

above a 'circu~ar reactions,' or one which repeats or retains ito own 

stimulation, then a new stimulus can be accommodated to only within 

the limits inside of which the organ can prepare itself, on the b~sis 

of former processes, to bring about such a reaction as w~ll tend to 

retain this kind of stimulus for itself." (pp. 178 -,79) 

At least the seeds of symbolic interactionism are seen in this 

process discussed by Baldwin. The skeleton is presented, but certainly 

much of the flesh is missing. However, what flesh there is deserves 



to be identified in its origins, and Baldwin traces a theory of learning 

through Herbert Spencer to Reed Bain as follows: 

"Mr. Bain's view is this: the organism is endowed with 

spontaneous movement, a certain spontaneity of action which must be 

assumed. Certain of these spontaneous movements happen by 'lucky 
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chance' to succeed in bringing the organism into some special adj.ustll)ent, 

better exposure, better protection, easier function, etc.; these 

movements are accompanied by pleasure. The pleasure lingers in the 

consciousness of the creature in connection with the memory of the 

particular movement which brought it; and the memory of the pleasure 

serves to incite the creature to execute the same movement again, 

whenever the same external conditions present themselves. The repetition 

thus secured serves to fix the new adjustment as a permanent acquisition 

on the part of the organism. 

"It is evident that on this view of adaptation, Mr. Bain assumes 

consciousness with pleasure and pain in the organism and also assumes 

an association between the sense of the pleasure and the sense or mental 

picture of the movement which brought the pleasure. A third supposition 

should also be especially noted,--because it is usually so tacit an 

assumption as to go quite unremarked,--namely, that the circumstances 

or environment remain sufficien~ly constant to enable the creature to 

use the association between the pleasure and the movement. He must have 

various movements stimulated over again as before, and among them the 

one which before gave the pleasure, in order that the pleasant memory 

of this particular one may be suggested along with the other possible 

ones. Granting these assumptions, we have a means of 'selecting' the 

useful movement--what I have called' organic selection. "' (pp. 181- 82) 

The description, it will be noted, is incomplete from the point 

of view of the symbolic interactionist, but it comes close enough and 

is inclusive enough to indicate the concern not only of Baldwin, but of 



predecessors from I<hich he drew in order to concentrate on the analysis 

of the development of the self. The notions of learning theory that 

became involved in the work of George H. Mead and, tied to language 

formation, are his major contribution to ~ymbolic interactionist theory, 

and are at least anticipated by Bain, and acknol<ledged by Baldwin. 

It is not appropriate in the context of this presentation to go 

into the detail of critiques and analyses presented by Baldwin but it 

is appropriate to indicate how he finally places, within this volume, 

the self in relation to society. 

"The antithesis, for example, between the self and the world 

is not a valid antithesis psychologically considered. The self is 

realized by taking in 'copies' from the world, and the world is "nabled 

to set higher copies only through the constant reactions of the 

individual self upon it." (pp. 487-88) 

The processes of explanation for development of the soci&.l self 

by Baldwin are not clear, partly because of language which is 

insufficiently precise. What does it mean, for example, to say that·: 

" .'voli tion arises when a copy remembered vibrates with other 

copies remembered or presented, and when all the connections, in thought 

and action, of all of them, are together set in motion incipiently." 

(pp. 479-80) 

What happens when something vibrates with something else? Surely the 

language is not less preCise than when a recent sociological theorist 

says one structure articulates with another. Still, imprecision is 

imprecision. We may get a sense of the dialectic process through which 
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the self develops, but this is "understanding" in a primitive notion of 

tali<ing around the topic. It is not understanding in the sense (If 

description of the processes. 

lhe greater elaboratiop of concern with development of self 

occurs for Baldwin in his volume Social and Ethical Developments in 

Mental Development. Our references here will be to the second ed.ition 

which had only a few additions and revisions from the first editi.on of 

1897. (New Yori<: The MacMillan Company, ~899, Second Edition) The 

materials described with regard to the development of the self th.us 
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far may not appear impressive, if one considers the pragmatist a",tecedents 

of William James, whQ distinguished the developmental process in a 

similar fashion, using habit as a central concept. Through his a.nalysis 

of "states of mind," James arrived at a distinction betweep. the 1. and 

the Me, the former being the self as i<nower and the latter the self as 

known. The Me can be described simply as the image the individual 

receives of himself, or in the euphemism of the time, the "empirical 

self" that is know physically th.ollgh one's body and possessions, and 

socially through the responses he gets from others. And, James's 

distinction was not unsubtle as it involved such notions as there being 

as many social selves or aspects of the Me as groups to which an 

individual distinctly responds. James's analysis of the "empirical self" 

was, so to speak, a hard act to follow. In an anticipatory way, in fact, 

James's distinction of the I and the Me reaches into many modern conceptions 

of analysis of personality when modern theorists try to think of the 
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unities of personality. James's identification of the 1 as having no 

substantial identity, but merely a functional identity in the sense that 

various states of consciousness tend to know the same external world, to 

respond to the same aspects of the Me,. is a subtle and persistent set 

of notions. (See especially William James, Psychology, Cleveland: 

World Publishing Company, 1948.) 

Baldwin in· his second volume begins by quoting himself. Again, 

in his initial quotation the bases of the symbolic interactionism are 

emphasized, but the explicit mechanisms are not provided, and we shall 

repeat here part of the quotation used in the initiation of the seeond 

work. 

"Further observation of children shows that the instrument of 

transition from such a projective to a subjective sense of personality 

[the self], is the child's active bodily self, and the method of it is 

the function of imitation. When the organism is ripe for the enlargement 

of its active range by new accommodations, then he begins· to be di8satisfied 

with 'projects,' with contemplation, and starts on his career of iDlitationQ 

And of course he imitates persons. 

"Further, persons are bodies which move. And among these bodies 

which move, which have certain projective attributes,a very peculi.ar and 

interesting one is his own body. It has connected with it certain 

intimate features which all others lack--strains, stresses, resistances, 

pains, etc., an inner felt series added to the new imitative series. 

But it is only when a peculiar experience arises which we call effort 

that there comes the great line of cleavage in his experience which 

indicates the rise of volition, and which separates off the series now 

first really subjective. What has formerly been 'projective' now becomes 

'subjective.' This we may call the subjective stage in the growth of 
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the self-notion. It rapidly assimilates to itself all the other elements 

by which the child's own body differs in his experience from other active 

bodies--al1 the passive inner series of pains, pleasures, strains, etc. 

Again it is easy to see what now happens. The child's subject sense 

goes out by a sort of return dialectic to illuminate the other persons. 

The 'project' of the earlier period is now lighted up, claimed, clothed 

on with the raiment of selfhood, by analogy with the subjective. The 

subjective becomes ejective; that is, other people's bodies, says the 

child to himself, have experiences in them such as mine has. They are 

also me's; let them be assimilated to my me-copy. This is the third 

stage; the ejective, or social self, is born. 

"The 'ego' and the 'alter' are thus born together. Both are 

crude and unreflective, largely organic. And the two get purified and 

clarified together by this twofold reaction between project and subject, 

and between subject and eject. My sense of myself grows by imitation 

of you, and my sense of yourself grows in terms of my sense of myself. 

Both ~ and alter are thus essentially social; each is a socius and each 

is an imitative creation-o JI (From Mental Develbpment, 1st Edition, 

p. 335 ff., as quoted in Social and Ethical Interpretations, pp. 7-9. 

The text is similar but not identical to that in the 1895 edition, 

pp. 336-38.) 

Except for the fact that there is no indication of how the 

imitation occurs, this in essence is a description of the development 

of the generalized other which marks the later work of the symbolic 

interactionists. It should be noted that the parallelism between our 

actions and other actions more explicitly noted by George H. Mead 

later is involved clearly in Baldwin's. presentation. The centrality 

of this consideration of the person as a self is emphasized by Baldwin 

in taking this description as the starting point for the second volume. 



And, this leads to the set of questions to which Baldwin addresses 

himself. His concerns as a symbolic interactionist may be seen in 

these: 

" • . What is in consciousness when one thinks of himself or of 

another person? This, it is evident, is a sufficient introduction to 

a number of questions of high social import; for we may ask: When a 

man asserts himself, what is it that he really asserts? When he 

sympathizes with another, what exactly is that 'other'? And how do 

all the emotions, and desires, and mental movements of whatever kind 

which pass through his consciousness involve others who are in social 

connection wi th him?" (pp. 12-13) 

The crucial problem recurs in looking at the work of Baldwin 

that we have noted earlier. How does the child imitate? Essentially, 

the phenomenological description of the process externally viewed.is 

not sufficient. As we find later in history, the imitative processes 

do become reasonably well outlined, at least in descriptive externals. 

Does Baldwin involve himself in this type of description? He does 

indeed as noted in the following: 

"Let us look at the life of the child ·witb especial reference 

to his attitudes to those around him; taking the most common case, 

that of a child in a family of children. We find that such a child 

shows, in the very first stages of his sense of himself as a being of 

rights, duties, etc., a very imitative nature. He is mainly occupied 

with the business of learning about himself, other people, and nature. 

He imitates everything, being a veritable copying-machine. He spends 

the time not given to imitating others very largely in practising in 
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his games what he has picked up by his imitations, and in the exploiting 

of these accomplishments." (pp. 16-17) 



"The child's sense of himself is, as we have seen, one pole of 

a relation; and which pple it is to be, depends on the particular 

relation which the other pole, over which the child has no control, 

calls on it to be. If the other person involved presents uncertain, 

ominous, dominating, instructive features, or novel imitative features, 

then the self is 'subject' over against what is 'projective,' He 

recognizes new elements of personal suggestion not yet accommodated to. 

His consciousness is in the learning attitude; he imitates, he serves, 

he trembles, he is a slave. But on the other hand, there are persons 
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to whom his attitude has a right to be different. In the case of these 

the dialectic has gone further. He has mastered all their features, he 

can do himself what they do, he anticipates no new developments in his 

intercourse with them; so he 'ejects' them, as the psychological 

expression is: for 'eject' is a consciousness thought of as having only 

those e,lements in it which the individual who thinks of that consciousness 

is able, Qut of his own store of experience, to read into it. It is 

ejective to him, for he makes it what he will, in a sense. Now this is 

what the brothers and sisters, notably the younger ones, are to our 

youthful hero. They are his 'ejects'; he knows them by heart, they 

have no thoughts, they do no deeds, which he could not have read into 

them by anticipation. So he despises them, practises his superior 

activities on them, tramples them under foot." (pp. 18-19) 

So, in poetic language Baldwin essentially phrases the aspect 

of the development of the self through the interaction with the social 

environment. The social environment tolerates certain classes of 

actions but not others. With regard to domination and subordination, 

development of relationships is seen as one of trial and error, of 

learning, and of establishing the location of the self among the alters. 

Now, here we see the antecedents of modern ego psychology. Baldwin goes 

on to state as follows: 



"Now at this earliest stage in his unconscious [emphasis added] 

classification of the elements of his personal world, it is clear that 
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any attempt to describe the child's interests--the things which he wants, 

as we have agreed to define 'interests'--as selfish, generous, or as 

falling in any category of developed social significance) is quite beside 

the mark. If we say that to be selfish is to try to get all the personal 

gratification possible, we find that he does this only part of the 

time; and even on these occasions, not because he has any conscious 

pre·ference for that style of conduct, but merely because his consciousness 

is then filled with the particular forms of personal relationship--

the presence of his little sister, etc.--which normally issue in the 

more habitual actions which are term~d 'aggressive' in our social 

terminology. His action is only the motor side of a certain collection 

of elements. He acts that way, then, simply because it is natural for 

him to practise the functions which he has found useful." (pp. 19-20) 

Here, going beyond our topic, we note a more subtle and durable 

notion of unconscious motivation than the instinctual theories of 

Freud which as influences in America come later and which have at times 

been given so much vogue. 

With regard to the development of the self in the dialectic 

process, differentiation occurs with constant exposure to new stimulus 

situations. New persons are met, and old persons as well as new are 

met in new circumstances as each day passes. Thus, the notion of 

learning which is implicit is the same one which occurs subsequently 

in the work of other symbolic interactionists. How the generalization 

occurs is not specified, merely the principle, and some of the external 

manifestations are noted. 



"SO it then becomes his business not to classify [merely] 

persons, but to classify actions. He sees that any person may, with 
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some few exceptions, act in either [any] way: any person may be his 

teacher or his slave, on occasion. So his next step in social adaptation 

is his adaptation to occasions; to the groups of social conditions in 

which one or the other class of actions may be anticipated from people 

generally •. And so he gets himself equipped with that extraordinary 

facility of transition from one attitude to another in his responses 

to those about him, which all who are familiar with children will have 

reIQarked." (p. 23) 

Baldwin harps on the importance of the development of the self 

for the interpretation of social behavior both at the individual and 

societal levels. The centrality of this is emphasized in his identification 

of the social self, and he notes that the conscious interpretation of 

human action is essentially of one kind. 

" • •. We think the deeds of others as we bring ourselves up to the 

performance of similar deeds; and we do the deeds of others only as we 

ourselves are able to think them. In the case of the young child in 

the family, we may often tell how far he is learning correctly; also 

the particular alter from whom he has taken his lesson. But in the 

larger social whole of adult life both elements are so complex--the 

solidified self of the individual's history is so fixed, and the social 

suggestions of the community are so varied and conflicting--that the 

outcome of the fusion, in a particular instance, is a thing which no man 

can prophesy." (pp. 27-28) 

So, in the very recognition of how in essence to "understand" 

the actions of an other one must place himself in the self of the other, 

and Baldwin notes that the generalization of learning principles is 
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lost in the complexity of the organism and in the society that it meets. 

So, he points to the difference which is sometimes noted between ":Learning 

theorists" and "gestaltists." The latter emphasize the cognitive jumps 

in learning and solution, while the former emphasize the principles of 

learning along the simple stimulus-response conditioning model. In the 

view of Baldwin recognition is given to the existence of both aspects, 

the simple in principle as recognizable in the early development of the 

child, for instance, and the generalization as complexity is visible to 

types of learning that appear to be associated with gestalt notions. 

Also, it should be noted that the type of interaction involved is 

sophisticated. It is a form of Jofut ·p"ocess, and with others known as 

symbolic interactionists, involves the notion later identified as 

"transaction." 

It is equally as important to note that in the course of the 

discussion of the development of the self Baldwin emphasizes the 

importance of the family as an example. Indeed, much of the learning 

is related to the structure of the family, and as the first place in 

which the child experiences behavior, it sets the foundations of 

personality. Socialization is described as a process of a growing 

circle of social contacts. The extension is from the immediate contact 

with the mother or her surrogate, the family, to expansion of the socius 

to include other objects in the broader environment and exposure to 

broader social contacts which increase with the child's cumulation of 

knowledge and the increase in his mobili ty. The end product is the 

fully mobile person in the larger society. 



The essence of conscience, or aspects of the "ethical self"' 

as it might have been called by Baldwin, is equally discussed in terms 

familiar to later symbolic interactionists. Indeed, the example is not 

unfamiliar of demonstrating the principle through the example of the 

child (in the third year). 

"Now this new self arises, as we have seen, right out of the 

competitions, urgencies, inhibitions of the old. Suppos~ a boy who 

has once obeyed the command to let an apple alone, coming to confront 

the apple again, when there is no one present to make him obey. There 

is his private, greedy, habitual self, eying the apple; there is also 
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the spontaneously suggestible, accommodating, imitative self over against 

it, mildly prompting him to do as his father said and let the apple 

alone; and there is--or would be, if the obedience had taught him no 

new thought of self--the quick victory of the former. But now a lesson 

has been learned. There arises a thought of one who obeys, who has no 

struggle in carrying out the behests of the father. This may be vague; 

his habit may be yet weak in the absence of persons and penalties, but 

it is there, however weak. And it is no longer merely the faint 

imitation of an obedient self which he does not understand. It carries 

within it, it is true, all the struggle of the first obedience, all 

the painful protests of the private greedy self, all the smoke of the 

earlier battlefield. But while he hesitates, it is now not merely 

the balance of the old forces that makes him hesitate; it is the sense 

of the new, better, obedient self hovering before him. A few such 

fights and he begins to grow accustomed to the presence of something 

in him which represents his father, mother, or in general, the lawgiving 

personality." (pp. 48-49) 

So, essentially the censor or conscience notion is developed. 

And, the process described is one of generalization of learning, and 

it is an extension which goes beyond prior work. In essence, Baldwin 



has developed the notion of the internalization of norms which is so 

crucial to the whole symbolic interactionist view of behavior. 

Baldwin does not treat merely with the development of the self, 

but also with the problem of the interaction of the person and society, 

and indeed the conception of society itself. He concerns himself with 
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the questions of heredity within society, and within this context considers 

selective factors that may influence the development of mankind. The 

illustration of the operation of norms as social influences for selection 

is acute, and the notion of selective social environments within the 

greater environment is clearly outlined. This, of course, is the type 

of notion so basic to any analyses of tldifferential association" in 

criminology. However, returning to the social psychological focus of 

his work, he notes as follows: 

" a man is a social outcome rather than a social unit. He is 

always, in his greatest part, also some one else. Social acts of his-­

that is, acts which may not prove anti-social--are his because they 

are society's first; otherwise he would not have learned them nor have 

had any tendency to do them. Everything that he learns is copied, 

reproduced, assimilated, from his fellows; and what all of them, 

including him,--all the social fellows,--do and think, they do and 

think because they have each been through the same course of copying, 

reproducing, assimilating, that he has." (pp. 87-88) 

Now, it may be useful to point to some limi tations of Baldwin's 

work, and not to attribute to him the entire development of symbolic 

interactionism. For example, in the discussion of language, its 

acquisition and development. by the child, the application of the concept 
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of imitation is too facile. The distinction later outlined in greater 

detail in the work of Mead, particularly, between learning as a selective 

process and imitation, is really not found in any detailed way in 

Baldwin's writing. In the development by Mead, the notion of acquisition 

of language is associated with a stricter behaviorism. The child is 

rewarded for making some sounds rather than others, and thus tends to 

repeat. This repetition in use is selective, and thus the chance 

occurrence of the word "papa" elicits all sorts of favorable stimuli 

for the child. So, rather than learning by imitation, the notion is 

that language develops in a selective process of learning. ImitatiDn, 

in the sense used by Baldwin, Dccurs at a much later stage Df develDpment, 

as the child establishes the parallelism say, between his sDund Df "papa" 

and the sDund Df "papa" he hears made by Dthers. The clear associatiDn 

Df a cDnditioning prDcess is nDt present in the materials Df Baldwin, 

but similarly, the pDpularization Df nDtiDns Df learning in the model 

Df conditiDning had nDt been widely circulated in the theDries Df 

learning and psychDIDgy. This development is IDcated rDughly a decade 

after Baldwin was writing. This is a difficult criticism tD make, 

hDwever, fDr a series Df analyses presented by Baldwin which are SD 

cDmplete and suggestive in Dther ways. FDr example, the wDrk of Piaget 

with the rules Df the game nDtiDn are clearly anticipated in Baldwin's 

sectiDn Dn the analysis Df play. Play is nDt Dnly seen as a fDrm Df 

exercise, pDtentially prDviding fDr the realizatiDn Df the biDlDgically 

based behaviDr, but as a methDd Df experimental verificatiDn Df apprDpriate 

aCtiDn, of develDpment Df sDcial structures, and Df taking variDus 

positions within the structures. 
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t1hile. Baldwin was not a sociologist, his excursion into social 

psychology certainly took him as far into sociology as social psychologists 

venture. Indeed, his social psychology led him even to examine, as we 

have noted, some aspects of societal process. And, in a tradition of 

the time, he became concerned even with the notions of social progress. 

More important, in this vein, however, is that he ends his volume on 

an explicit consideration of the Society and the Individual. He emphasizes 

the interplay between norms which are viable for individuals, and 

individuals who reflect behavior compatible with the norms. He emphasizes 

the necessity for accounting for the social psychological component in 

the analysis of society, and equally emphasizes constantly the vital 

requirement of taking into account the society in attempting to explain 

social psychological processes. In this sense, a conclusion of one of 

our authors on the development of sociological theory appears to be at 

least partially in error. He states: 

"Cooley's famous 'looking-glass self' was his particular form 

of what James had described as the social self. Even the elements had 

been developed in more detail by James. The general argument, of course, 

is that the social self arises reflectively in terms of the reaction 

to the opinions of the others on the self." 

"If the only claim for Cooley's importance lay in the 'looking­

glas.s self,' he would hardly deserve the place he holds in the development 

of sociology, for the idea was only a neat re-statement of James's 

'social self.' But Cooley went beyond the 'looking-glass self' to 

develop a general theory of society, expanding this type of social 

behaviorism to the explanation of groups and social organization. 

Cooley's foremost contribution to the theory of groups was the 



was the re-evaluation of ·what have· been called since CODley 'primary 

groups. '" (Martindale, Don. The Nature and Types of SDciolDgical 

TheDry, BostDn: HDughtDn Mifflin Company, 1960, p. 345) 
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This appears to. be in some ways an inadvertent and unnecessary 

condemnation of CODley, for it implies that only originatDrs have value. 

CODley's interests in primary groups certainly are well represented in 

the wDrk of Baldwin, and Df cDurse, it is well-known that the concept 

of "primary" is not attributable to Cooley, who merely used it as one 

part of the descriptive introduction to his volume on SDcial Organization. 

(CDoley, Charles H. SDcial OrganizatiDn, New York: Scribner's, 1909) 

CDoley is inappropriately identified as an innDvatDr, but it wDuld be 

misleading to suggest that his contributions were minor. Quite to. the 

contrary, CDDley's vDlume titled Human Nature and the Social Order (New 

York: Scribner's, 1902) essentially represented the first broad cDverage 

of what would be called the content of sDcial psychology tDday. And, it 

is no small virtue to be able to clearly formulate the morass Df 

knDwledge and speculation into. a relatively compact and cDmprehensive 

vDlume. If the language of Baldwin has been Dpaque as qUDted here, the 

language of COD ley is much clearer and concise. CDDley emphasized mDre 

clearly than Baldwin, and mDredefinitively, the social selective factDrs 

in the development Df individuals which must be considered in interactiDn 

with the individual Drganism. The emphasis Dn the sDcial psychological 

nexus and a mDdel fDr social behaviorism in sDcial psychology is clearly 

marked by CDDley as a SOCiDlogist. 
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Turning now to George Herbert Mead, the problem of attributing 

importance to his work is mediated in part through the post-humus 

representation. From our p.oint of view, the most significant work is 

Mind, Self.and Society. (Edited by Charles W. Morris, Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1934) The stenographic notes used for this edited 

version were taken in 1927, which, of course, prohibits giving weight to 

them as early in the development of symbolic interactionism, and possibly 

the influence exerted by G. H. Mead as a teacher created an enormouS 

halo for him. A review of the bibliography of articles published by 

G. H. Mead is not at all impressive of individual and new contributions 

in social psychology. 

Mead's analysis of how language arises is central to understanding 

his view of social .behaviorism.First, he begins by rejecting the 

ordinary concept of imitation as basic to learning, but it should be 

remembered that the ordinary concept of imitation was something to which 

essentially none of his predecessors subscribed, their concepts of 

imitation generally being highly complex and implying learning processes. 

The substitute for the imitative process is provided in the 

abstract by Mead in the following passage: 

" This stimulus A calls out the response~. Now if this 

stimulus A is not like ~, and if we assume that A calls out ~, then 

if ! is used by other forms these forms will respond in the fashion 

B. If this form also uses the vocal gesture !, it will be calling 

out in itself the response ~, so that the response B win be emphasized 

over against other responses because it is called out not only by the 
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vocal gestures of other forms but also by the form itself. This would 

never take place unless there were an identity represented by!, in this 

case an identity of stimuli. 

UIn the case of the vocal gesture the form hears its own 

stimulus just as when this is used by other forms, so it tends to 

respond also to its own stimulus as it responds to the stimulus of 

other forms. That is, birds tend to sing to themselves, babies to 

talk to themselves. The sounds they make are stimuli to make other 

sounds. Where there is a specific sound that calls out a specific 

response, then if this sound is made by other forms it calls out this 

response to the form in question. If the sparrow makes use of this 

particular sound then the response to that sound will be one which will 

be heard more frequently than another response. In that way there will 

be selected out of the sparrow's repertoire those elements which are 

found in the song of the canary; and gradually such selection would 

build up in the song of the sparrow those elements which are common to 

both, without assuming a particular tendency of imitation. There is here 

a selective process by which is picked out what is common. 'Imitation' 

depends upon the individual influencing himself as others influence 

him, so that he is under the influence not only of the other but also 

of himself in so far as he uses the same vocal gesture. 

"The vocal gesture, then, has an importance which no other 

gesture has. We cannot see ourselves when our face aSSumes a certain 

expression. If we hear ours~lves speak we are more apt to pay attention. 

One hears himself when he is irritated using a tone that is of an 

irritable quality, and so catches himself. But in the facial expression 

of irritation the stimulus is not one that calls out an expression in 

the individual which it calls out in the other. One is more apt to 

catch himself up and control himself in the vocal gesture than in 

the expression of the countenance." (pp. 64-65) 



Further, the elaboration on social symbols is most important, 

as will be noted in the following passages. Similarly, the emphasis 

on the experiential base of all knowledge one has is crucial. 
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"The peculiar character possessed by our human social environment 

belongs to it by virtue of the peculiar character of human social 

activity; and that character ... is to be found in the process of 

communication, and more particularly in the triadic relation on which 

the existence of meaning is based: the relation of the gesture of one 

organism to the adjustiveresponse made to it by another organism, in 

its indicative capacity as pointing to the completion or resultant of 

the act it initiates (the meaning of the gesture being thus the response 

of the second organism to it as such, or as a gesture). What, as it 

were) takes the gesture out of the social act and isolates it 'as such-­

what makes it something more than just an early phase of an individual 

act--is the response of another organism, or of other organisms, to it. 

Such a response is its meaning, or gives it its meaning. The social 

situation and process of behavior are here presupposed by the acts of 

the individual organisms implicated therein. The gesture arises as a 

separable element in the social act, by virtue of the fact that it is 

selected out by the sensitivities of other organisms to it; it does not 

exist as a gesture merely in the experience of the single individual. 

The meaning of a gesture by one organism, to repeat, is found in the 

response of another organism to what would be the completion of the 

act of the first organism which that gesture initiates and indicates. 

'~e sometimes speak as if a person could build up an entire 

argument in his mind, and then put it into words to convey it to Someone 

else. Actually, our thinking always takes place by means of some sort 

of symbols. It is possible that one could have the meaning of 'chair' 

in his experience without there being a symbol, but we would not be 

thinking about it in that case. We may sit down in a chair without 

thinking about what we are doing, that is, the approach to the chair is 



presumably already aroused in our experience, so that the meaning is 

there. But if one is thinking about the chair he must have some sort 

of symbol for it. It may be the form of the chair, it may be the 

attitude that somebody else takes in sitting down, but it is more apt 

to be Some language symbol that arouses this response. In a thought 

process there has to be some sort of a symbol that can refer to this 

meaning, that is, tend to callout thLs response, and also serve this 

purpose for other persons as well. It would not be a thought process 

if that were not the case." (pp. 145 - 46) 
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The crucial contribution, in this review of symbolic interactionists' 

approaches, stemming from George Herbert Mead appears to be in his more 

explicit description of the process of internalization of behavior and 

differentiation of the self, particularly as described in substitution 

for a common notion of imitation. The learning process is tied 

specifically to the idea that the individual learns to imitate himself as 

well as others, and, in establishing the parallel between self and other, 

eventually he distinguishes his self from that of others. And, through 

his contacts in interaction, he establishes by the differential responses 

he encounters the identity of his self. Similarly, what unity there is 

for the self is provided by the organized community or social groups 

to which he belongs and is called the generalized other. This process 

is noted in detail and leads to the following: 

"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 individuals 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, 
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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 members of an organized society or social 

group, they are all engaged; and he must then, by generalizing these 

individual attitudes of that organized society or social group itself, 

as a whole, act toward different social projects which at any given 

time it is carrying out, Or toward the various larger phases of the 

general social process which cOn~titutes 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 anyone 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 in so far as i. 

he'-~t:h~ attitudes of the ':'-rgitntzed'socfal g~oup to which he belongs i 
iJ '. 

toward the organized, co-operative social activity or set of such ;/ rf< 
activities in which that group as such is engaged, does he develop a ff 

complete self or possess the sort of complete self he has developed. / 

And on the other hand, the complex co-operative processes and activities 

and institutiQna1 functionings of organized human society are also 

possible only in so far as every individual involved in them or belonging 

to that society can take the general attitudes of all other such 

individuals with ref""ence to these processes and activities and 

institutional functionings, and to the organized social whole of 

experiential re1ation~ 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 m<\mbers; for it is in this form that the 

social process or community enters as a determining factor into the 

individual's thinking. In abstract thought the individual t,akes 



• 

25 

the attitude of the gen<;ralized other toward himself, without reference 

to its expression in any particular other individuals; and in concrete 

thought he takes that attitude in so far 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 toward 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 discourse, as that system of common or social meanings which thinking 

presupposes at its context, rendered possible. 

"The self-conscious human individual, then, takes or assumes. 

the organized social attitudes of the given social group or community 

(or of some one section thereof) to which he belongs, toward the social 

problems of various kinds which confront that group or community at any 

given time, and which arise in connection with the correspondingly 

different social projects or organized co-operative enterprises in which 

that group or community as such is engaged; and as an individual 

participant in these social projects or co-operative enterprises, he 

governs his own conduct accordingly." (pp. 154-56) 

Thus, finally, the essence of the social self is encompassed 

through the concept of the generalized other. While the sentence 

structure may be complicated, the outline is clear. And, the statement 

certainly is the most lucid one shade among those who are known as 

symbolic interactionists. Mead's analyses in other areas are equally 

lucid and elaborative of the position. He tends, for example, to add 

meaning to the notions of role-taking in examining the distinction 

between play and games. Certainly the influence subsequently found 



in the development of role theory or theories of roles in more recent 

times have been highly influenced by his statements. 
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In contrasting the symbolic interactionists with other 

sociological theorists, difficulty arises in characterizing the tlschool." 

It is not a school any more than any other scientific approach to 

behavior. The unity of the approach arises with the subject matter, 

being the study of the self, socialization, and in corresponding manner 

the study of social processes. The frame of reference is social 

psychological in a modern sense. It is easier to contrast symbolic 

interactionists to groups that have other interpretations of the 

development of the self, and, of course, the Freudians are most 

convenient for this purpose, as their theory involves instincts, 

compartments of the mind, and other such assumptions. Contrast to 

theorists like Durkheim or Simmel is more difficult, as essentially 

they were also concerned with empirically based systematic description 

and analysis. Differences occur more in the choice of subject matter 

than in assumptions about science. 

This presentation has been cursory in the sense that it has 

traversed the enormous work of the symbolic interactionists by selectively 

emphasizing SOme aspects of their work. It is the crucial aspect, 

however, concentrating on the notions of the development of the self, 

which in close scrutiny is seen as the arena for defining the social 

aspects of the individual and for interpreting social processes in 
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the context o~ the individual. Some of the historical precedent has 

been emphasized, particularly since there has been some misreading 

of history, and possibly some reconstruction of history by students 

of teachers. But, aside from such minor issues, the impressive fact 

is that at the turn of the century a basic social psychology was 

available which, save for refinement, survives today as a major 

approach to knowledge about the individual and society. 
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