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The Question of Mental Defect: 
. 

While the explanation of bizarre forms of behavior as i l l ne s s  did 

not begin with Freud, there i s  no doubt that  h i s  works provided tremendous 

impetus t o  the cooption of t h i s  area in to  medicine. Much of the present 

medical a t t i tude  toward behavior termed "sick" can be traced t o  theoreti-  

c a l  orientations character is t ic  of the  Freudian frame of reference. In 

the or iginal  Freudian position, man was seen as being born in to  the world 

with cer ta in  amorphous drives and needs which are  a t  times f rustra ted by 

the circumstances of the world in which he finds himself. The mental 

apparatus, Freud said, was "a device f o r  mastering excitations which 

could otherwise be f e l t  as unpleasant or  would have pathogenic effect."' 

Man is, thus, an animal who finds himself beset by drives and urges which 

must be sa t i s f ied  i n  a world which i s  often unfriendly t o  them; he i s  a 

problem-solving creature. Even though Freud has often been thought of 

as  the  man who made a place for  i r r a t i ona l i t y  i n  the r a t i o n a l i s t i c  19th 

century world, the Freudian man is a highly r a t i ona l i s t i c  creature, act- 

ing always for  some end, although the conscious par t  of tha t  man may not 

always be aware of those ends. While the consciousness may not seem .; 

ra t ional ,  the en t i re  "mental apparatus," i f  a l l  were seen, operates in  a 

highly rational,  goal-oriented manner. In  t he  Freudian schema, mental 

i l l n e s s  is the pathological s t a t e  of mind which r e su l t s  when conditions 

a r e  such tha t  sa t isfactory resolutions of the  confl ic t  inherent i n  the 

s i tuat ion of the actor vis-a-vis h i s  innate drives a r e  not found. 

Freud developed a highly elaborate system of psychological mechanisms 

by which the mind attempted to  resolve these confl ic ts .  Although Freud 

or ig ina l ly  considered these mechanisms t o  be processes, perhaps i n  part  

1. Sigmund Freud, "A Note on the Unconscious in  Psychoanalysis," i n  
Freud, General Psycholo~ical  Theory,Ed. Phi l ip  Rieff, Collier  Books, 
New York, 1963, p. 67. 
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t o  the  persuasive force of h i s  writings, they have i n  many cases come t o  

2 
be thought of an en t i t i es .  Thus, the  Id, Ego and Superego, for  example, 

a r e  often thought of and spoken of a s  i f  they were things, or  even psuedo- 

organs of the body. This re i f ica t ion  of the mental processes suggests 

the  analogous discussion of mental i l l ne s s  a s  i f  i t  were physical; as i f  

one o r  more of these mental "organs" had become i n  some way defective. 

Actions called "sick," therefore, come t o  be classed as  a dif ferent  order 

of behavior from those not so called. When one conceives of a disorder of 

psychological mechanisms as productive of "ill" behavior, i t  becomes qui te  

easy t o  consider deviant or  undesirable actions indicative of some defect 

i n  the  mind. Since, a t  about the time Freud's writings were f i r s t  emer- 

ging, medicine was becoming committed t o  the  idea of specif ic  etiology of 

3 
diseases, the idea that  some spec i f ic  disruption i n  mental processes was 

responsible for  mental i l l ne s s  would be consistent with other medical 

be l ie f .  Further impetus toward the idea tha t  "mental i l l ne s s  i s  a dis- 

ease l i k e  any other disease" undoubtedly came from the marginal s ta tus  of 

ear ly  investigators of the  f i e ld  of mental health. It i s  not unusual that  

these workers, i n  attempts t o  gain recognition from the i r  own profession, 

would lay heavy s t r e s s  on the fac t  t h a t  they were as medical as any of 

t h e i r  colleagues. 
4 

A l l  of these factors  l ike ly  have had a great effect  on the way 

aberrant behaviors are  characterized. Since aberrations of behavior 

2. Sigmund Freud, "Formulations Regarding the Two Principles i n  Mental 
Functioning," i n  op. c i t . ,  General Psychological Theory, pp. 22-23. 

3. Rene Dubos, Mirage of Health, Doubleday Anchor, 1961, p. 91. 

4 .  Joint  Commission on Mental I l l ne s s  and Health, Action for  Mental 
Health, Basic Books, 1961, p. 64. 



came t o  be considered a medical problem about the time medicine was pre- 

occupied with the idea tha t  disease was specifically caused, these aberr- 

at ions came t o  be classed as  a d i f fe ren t  order of behavior than non- 

aberrant actions. While normal ac t iv i t i e s  may be considered behavior i n  

t he  ordinary sense, deviant actions are  not rea l ly  %ehaviors'* but rather 

svmotoms. In the case of ordinary behaviors, the person himself is seen 

as  t he  agent, while i n  the  case of symptoms, disease is spoken of as i f  

it were the agent. One consequence of t h i s  way of characterizing such 

behavior is tha t  certain actions themselves become typed as  pathological, 

and hence indicative of some breakdown i n  the mental apparatus. Since 

disease is considered the agent of a whole category of actions, the  occurr- 

ance of any of these actions i s  considered evidence of the  presence of 

disease. Perhaps the most important consequence of t h i s  view of deviant 

behaviors i s  the implicit denial  of non-pallhological explanations for  such 

behavior.' Thus the Jo in t  Commission on Mental I l lness  and Health defines 

5 .  It is interest ing t o  note i n  t h i s  regard that  Walter Cronkite, during 
CBS Special Coverage of the assassination of President Kennedy, l i s t ed  
a l l  those who had been known t o  attempt assassination of an American 
president i n  the his tory of the U.S. Every one was considered mentally 
defective. In cases where conspiracy was involved, as i n  the assassina- 
t ion of President Lincoln, every member of the  conspiracies was con- 
sidered similarly depraved, although i n  no instance qui te  so depraved 
a s  the  actual assassin. Even those individuals from outside the contin- 
en t a l  U.S. who attempted assassination as  a protes t  against what they 
considered harsh U.S. policy (e.g., the attempted assassination of 
President Truman) were considered mentally ill. Note tha t  the  term 
"Illness" seems t o  be applied here not on the basis  of any perceived 
malfunction i n  the assassin's mind, but ra ther  as  a means of l eg i t i -  
mizing the social  system i t s e l f ,  viz. the  system i s  characterized as 
such tha t  no "normal" individual could attack i t  i n  such a way. Thus 
the  action i t s e l f  i s  the diagnostic agent; regardless of the ration- 
a l i t y  or emotional s t a t e  of the assassin, the diagnosis would not 
change. In a r ea l  sense, the action i s  the i l lness .  



various forms of mental i l lness  i n  behavioral terms: 

psychoneurosis was defined as a disorder chiefly characterized 
by "anxiety" expressed ei ther  d i r ec t ly  or through various psy- 
chological defense mechanisms. Psychosis was defined as a 
disorder characterized by a varying degree of personality dfeinte- 
gration ang f a i l u r e  to  t e s t  and evaluate external r e a l i t y  
correctly. 

Even more c lear  i s  the example provided by the def ini t ion of personality 

disorders: "Personality disorders...(are) a defect of behavior patterns 

7 with l i t t l e  sense of anxiety or  distress..." Note especially i n  the 

l a t t e r  example tha t  cer ta in  behaviors themselves are  indicative of some 

pathological s t a t e  analogous t o  physical i l l ne s s  i n  the mind of the indi- 

vidual. This l a s t  statement i s  made clear  by further arguments presented 

by the sane commission: 

Schizophrenia...might be said t o  be a kind of a r t h r i t i s  of the  
mind, crippling one par t  or  another, attacking and ret reat ing,  
but not usually progressing rapidly o r  with 100 percent cer ta inty 
t o  an end point of t o t a l  and permanent disabil i ty.8 

It i s  apparent here tha t  the disorder i n  the mind i s  inferred from the 

behavior, ra ther  than known i n  i ts  own right. There i s  r ea l ly  no d i rec t  

evidence of disorder. The argument seems t o  be tha t  the behaviors them- 

selves a r e  abnormal, thus the apparatus which produces them must be 

s imilar ly  abnormal. The poss ib i l i ty  tha t  the behaviors judged abnormal 

may be a normal adjustment t o  an abnormal s i tuat ion seems t o  have been 

guessed, a t  l e a s t ,  by recent advocates of "conarmnity therapy" but does 

not r ea l ly  seem t o  have made any s ignif icant  impression on psychiatry. 

The idea that  the  agent of the abnormal ac t  must be defective seems the 

raison.de e t re '  of a medically oriented psychiatry. Even the notion of 

6. u., p. 51. Emphasis supplied 

7. w., p. 50. Emphasis supplied 

8. u., p. 53. 



abnormal si tuations as  a predisposing factor t o  abnormal actions seems to  
,. . .. 
be warped t o  the idea tha t  abnormal si tuations cause defects i n  the mind, 

with consequent abnormal actions. A l l  of t h i s  leads t o  a bifurcation of 

a c t i v i t i e s  into  two classifications:  Those which can be performed by 

normal individuals, and those which are  precipitated by the pathological 

s t a t e  of the  mind i n  those with mental i l lness .  One of the  consequences , 

of t h i s  division of behaviors is a dilema: e i t he r  it now becomes necessary 

to pos i t  two theories of behavior, one f o r  pathological actions and one 

for  normal, or  t o  assume tha t  a l l  actions have some pathological compon- 

ent  and can be accounted for  in medical terms, a s  Freud seemed t o  do. 
9 

The theoret ical  posit ion of George Berbert Mead d i f f e r s  from that  of 

Freud and the medical community i n  several  s ignif icant  ways. Mead thought 

of the mind as a process ra ther  than a thing, and denied tha t  as  such, it 

could be located t o t a l l y  within the individual.1•‹ Behaviors i n  a system 

such as  t h i s  cannot be seen as  preceding from motivations t o t a l l y  int ra-  

individual, but ra ther  from a combination of individual factors  and 

social  influences. 

Since the mind is seen as  a process, pathology, i n  f ac t ,  does not 

r e a l l y  apply to  it except i n  an analogous sense. Although the en t i t i e s  

on which a process depends, as  the machinery i n  a factory, can indeed 

suf fe r  from defects and breakdowns, the process e i ther  occurs o r  doesn't 

occur. Thus, i n  the Meadian system, deviant a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  not seen as  

9. For example: "... a dream i s  i t s e l f  a neurotic symptom and, moreover, 
possesses for  us the incalculable advantage of occurring i n  a l l  
heal thy people." Sigmund Freud, A General Introduction to Psvcho- 
analysis,  Liverright, New York, 1935, p. 75. 

10. George Herbert Mead, "The Process of Mind i n  Nature," i n  Anselm 
Strauss, The Social Psychology of George Herbert Mead, Phoenix 
Books, Chicago, Ill., 1956, p. 84. 



signals of pathology, but rather as the consequence of the normal opera- 

t ion of the process of mind i n  si tuations which d i f f e r  from those produc- 

t i v e  of normal behavior. Behaviors are considered analytically the s e e  

regardless of the content they may have. Thus the delusions of the  para- 

noid individual, i n  the Meadian structure, would not be considered evidence 

tha t  the  mind is not functioning properly, but ra ther  an ex-le of what 

the normal process of mind w i l l  produce under cer ta in  conditions t o  which 

the  individual has been exposed. There i s  no division of behavior in to  

normal and pathological, and hence a l l  behavior, deviant or  normal, can 

be accounted for  by the same theory. 

For Mead, man i s  a normative being. Man is not impelled t o  action 

by dr ives  which a re  innate, but ra ther  acts  i n  the way he perceives as  

appropriate to  himself i n  the s i tuat ion as he sees it.'' The child who 

conceives of himself as afraid of the  dark w i l l  react  with fear  when placed 

i n  the dark, assuming tha t  nothing e l s e  enters the s i tuat ion t o  change h i s  

def in i t ion  or perception of it. Action which w i l l  be taken is determined 

f o r  the  agent by h i s  def ini t ion of h i s  relationship t o  the s i tuat ion i n  

which he finds himself. The elements of action, therefore, are the  actor ' s  

conception of himself and h i s  perception of the si tuation.  

It is on the basis of t h i s  information tha t  the individual ac t s  in  

various si tuations,  much i n  the same way as  the judicial  system r e l i e s  

upon the decisions of similar tr ibunals i n  similar situations. The danger 

involved i n  characterizing human behavior i n  these terms i s  the tendency 

t o  overrationalize the process; to  think of i t  as a highly contemplative 

s i tua t ion  i n  which the individual consciously examines the pertinent infor- 

mation of h i s  l i f e ,  scrutinizes the s i tuat ion and attempts t o  f i t  behaviors 

11. ::,z.ad, .a. "it., 1-,. C6 and following. 



in to  the resul tant  schema. While t h i s  certainly can be the case under 

cer ta in  circumstances, most often it is not. Most s i tuat ions  the individ- 

u a l  encounters are  so similar t o  most others tha t  the  actions appropriate 

12 
i n  than are  habituated. Another important dis t inct ion t o  be made here 

deals with the nature of t h i s  normative activity.  Normative, i n  t h i s  

context, is not meant t o  connote any ethical  suasion; the individual does 

not necessarily act  the way he thinks he & t o  ac t  or  should act ,  but 

ra ther  the way he perceives he act ,  because he is a spec i f ic  type of 

person who always does a c t  a cer ta in  way under given circumstances, regard- 

l e s s  of whether or  not he thinks he should ac t  tha t  way. 
13 

Thus, i n  contrast  t o  the  ra t iona l  Freudian model, Mead's man i s  a 

normative creature, not impelled by drives o r  ra t ional ly  overcoming ob- 

s tac les  to  sat isfact ion,  but ra ther  performing actions he deems approp- 

r i a t e  t o  himself i n  si tuations as  he  perceives them. Since man's action, 

f o r  Mead, ie determined f o r  him by h i s  perception of what the s i tuat ion 

is, and what action is appropriate t o  him i n  t ha t  s i tuat ion,  then the prob- 

l e m  of explaining d i f f e r en t i a l  action becomes one of determining: 1) how 

the conception of what i s  appropriate t o  the individual comes to  be engen- 

dered i n  him, and 2) how he comes t o  perceive s i tuat ions  as  he does. 

Mead's assumptions, however, provide a framework for  viewing social 

phenomena rather  than a theory. The purpose of t h i s  paper is t o  modify 

tha t  framework into  a theoret ical  c lass i f ica t ion  which can be used t o  

account for  the  variations observed i n  human behavior. 

12. See John Dewey, How We Think, New York, D. C. Heath, 1910. 

13. Fragmentary evidence i n  support of t h i s  pos i t i aa  can be found i n  
Joseph Woelfel, Experimental Formation of Attitudes, Eapublished 
Master's Thesis, U. of Wis., 1963. See a lso Tamotsu Sh'ibutani, 

v and Person-, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cli f fs ,  N. J., 
1961, P. 214 and following. 



8 

One of the theories which has attempted t o  account for  the actions 

of the 'hentally ill" within the Meadian framework i s  tha t  proposed by 

Edwin ~ e m e r t . ' ~  Lemert's theoretical  position holds tha t  deviant behaviors 

which pers i s t  i n  the individual are  socially defined roles. These social  

ro les ,  notwithstanding the i r  des i rab i l i ty  or  moral approbation by the 

society, are considered roles  just  as  the  more conventional, sanctioned 

roles ,  I f  t h i s  is true,  then it follows tha t  the  same dynamics which pro- 

duce non-deviant roles  i n  an individual are  a lso responsible for  the ana- 

l y t i c a l l y  undifferentiable deviant role. Men come t o  learn deviant ro les  

i n  t he  same way i n  which they learn sanctioned roles.  
15 

The cornerstone of t h i s  theoretical  posit ion i s  the reaction of 

society t o  the  deviant individual. Lemert is concerned primarily with what 

happens when s ignif icant  others note tha t  an individual i s  performing 

deviant actions. The reaction of these others t o  tha t  behavior i s  consid- 

ered t o  lead the individual t o  characterize himself as deviant. 

If one's major focus of attention is t o  be on society's reaction to  

the  deviant individual, however, cer ta in  factors  which ought t o  be of con- 

cern t o  the  investigator of the phenomenon called 'hental  i l lness"  must 

necessari ly be omitted. One of these, of course, i s  the genesis of the 

or ig ina l  deviance t o  which the society i s  reacting. Lemert expl ic i t ly  

acknowledges t h i s  fac t ,  and terns t h i s  or iginal  deviance "primary," and i s  

wi l l ing  t o  accept its existence as a given. 
16 

There are several other d i f f i c u l t i e s  which a r i s e  from t h i s  focus on 

soc ie ta l  reaction as it af fec t s  the individual. Perhaps the greates t  of 

14. Edwin Lemert, Social pa tho lop;^, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1951. 

15. x d ,  especially pp. 3-98. 

16. Lemert, x. a., especially pp. 425-426. 



these is the f a c t  t ha t  societa l  reaction t o  an individual i s  not the only 
! . - 

means by which a ro l e  can be in s t i l l ed  i n  an individual, deviant or  other- 

wise. I f  we are  t o  consider mental i l l ne s s  a ro l e  which some individuals 

play, then any means through which ro les  may be taken ought to  be effective 

i n  engendering behaviors termed "ill." 

One other problem a r i s e s  in t h i s  connection. Not a l l  behaviors termed 

s ick  a re  frequent enough nor pervasive enough t o  be called roles  i n  the 

normal sense, nor, i n  fac t ,  may they be frequent enough t o  cause much of 

a societa l  reaction. If w e  are  t o  account for  these forms of aberrant 

behavior, it would be best  t o  consider them both as  single behaviors and 

a s  pa r t s  of organized roles. The contention here w i l l  be  t ha t  t he  pro- 

cesses through which an individual incorporates a ro l e  in to  h i s  se l f -  

conception is analyt ical ly  the  same as  those by which s ingle  behaviors are  

incorporated. The task of t h i s  paper, therefore, is t o  account for  the 

mechanisms whereby behaviors, whether alone o r  organized in to  roles,  are  

incorporated in to  the individual se l f  conception. Assuming tha t  deviant 

behaviors a r e  not t o  be different ia ted from other behaviors except by 

content, the  question becomes the fundamental one: How do men come t o  

per fom some actions ra ther  than others? The problem of mental i l l ne s s  

may be viewed as  one of select ive act ivi ty .  

The Self: 

It is important a t  the  outset  t o  avoid confusing the self  with the 

individual. The se l f  consists i n  the  individual's ideas of what he i s  and 

what he i s  like. The individual is not d i rec t ly  able to  observe tha t  par t  

of himself which is the agency of h i s  actions, since it i s  i t s e l f  a sub- 

ject ive phenomenon: a process. Information about t h i s  agency (or, for  

lack of a bet ter  description, what the  individual means when he says "I") 



can only be.gained by inference. The individual observes h i s  actions and, 

on the  basis of what he sees these actions t o  be, in fe rs  things about t he i r  

author. This body of inferred information about t he  individual i s  what i s  

1 1  
referred t o  as the self .  

Since information about the se l f  i s  always gathered by inference from 

actions, it follows that  the information which an actor can assemble about 

18 
himself is always relational.  This is because any action is necessarily 

tawerd or  about some thing, and is thus i t s e l f  a relationship. Because 

man does not exist outside a s i tuat ional  context, knowledge inferred about 

him is, therefore, necessarily couched i n  terms of h i s  re la t ion  t o  those 

s i tuat ions .  I f  a man refers  to  himeelf as a chemist, he is characterizing 

himself i n  terms of h i s  relationship t o  a whole body of s i tuat ions  and 

objects  i n  the world. He understands that  he stands i n  a d i f fe ren t  re la-  

t ionship t o  t e s t  tubes, f lasks,  chemicals., chemical journals, etc.,  than 

does the non-chemist. The se l f ,  then, consists of the t o t a l  body of infor- 

mation which the individual has assembled about h i s  relationship to  othei 

objects. 
19 

Since the self  contains only re la t iona l  information, it follows that  

not only information about the individual i s  contained i n  it but also 

information concerning a l l  the objects and s i tuat ions  which or iginal ly  

formed the relationships defining the  individual. To a large extent, 

17. It is important t o  understand tha t  these inferences need not be 
made by the individual himself, but may be made for  him by others. 
Nor, for  purposes of the individual's actions l a t e r ,  does it make 
any difference whether or  not the  inferences are accurate, so long 
as  the individual thinks they are. It i s  also t rue  that  the  sc ien t i s t  
i s  i n  no be t te r  position than anyone else;  h i s  information about 
individuals must also be inferred from the i r  actions. 

18. E., pp. 81 and 243. 

19. See Leonard S. Cot t re l l ,  J r . ,  "The Analysis of Situational Fields i n  
Social Psychology," in  P. Hare, E. Borgatta, R. Bales, Small Groups, 
New York, Knopf, 1962, p .  66. 
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therefore, objects and s i tuat ions  confronted by the individual i n  the 

present are  defined by information from the se l f ,  which, i n  turn, has 

been formed out of actions of the individual in  si tuations i n  the past. 

The se l f ,  therefore, can be seen t o  be a repository of information about 

the  individual and h i s  relationship t o  social  objects and s i tuat ions  which 

determine~how future  s i tuat ions  w i l l  be perceived and how the individual 

w i l l  act  i n  them. In order to  account for  the adoption of behaviors, 

whether organized in to  roles  o r  not, in to  the individual, it becomes 

necessary t o  understand the processes by which the self  emerges. 

The Genesis of t he  Self: 

Since the self  consists of the individual's perception of how he is 

rela ted t o  social  objects, t he  question of hot7 the se l f  i s  formed can be 

rephrased as  t he  question of how t h e  individual can come t o  perceive 

himself as  re la ted t o  social  objects. The case of the individual defining 

relationships for  himself i s  called by Mead the "self-reflexive act. 1120 

When the relationship between individual and object i s  formed solely by 

the action of the  individual, the action is termed self-reflective.  In 

t h i s  case, the individual perceives himself acting with regard t o  some 

object  ( re la t ing himself t o  some object) and thus perceives that  a re la-  

tionship between himself and the object  exists. The or iginal  impulse 

toward action may be biologically determined, but the  action i t s e l f  does 

not  become a se l f  conscious one u n t i l  the individual perceives tha t  it 

ex is t s .  Once the relationship has been perceived, it becomes information 

used i n  forming the self-conception. In the particular si tuation i n  which 

the relationship emerges, the individual defines himself by the relation- 

ship. He  iden t i f ies  himself as one who acts  i n  a cer ta in  way i n  t ha t  

20. Mead, x. G., p. 79. 
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s i tuat ion.  When similar s i tuat ions  ar ise ,  t h i s  information i s  instrumental 

in  determining how he w i l l  ac t  again. 

Obviously, information about the  self  can be attained i n  othef ways 

than by self-reflection.  Probably the predominant way i n  which the indi- 

vidual gains information about himself is from other people.21 This i s  

simply the case i n  which others t e l l  the individual something about: him- 

self .  This, i n  fac t ,  can be seen t o  be the t o t a l i t y  of the argumedt pre- 

sented by Lemert i n  h i s  discussion of assignment of deviant roles. 
22 

Not only i s  it clear tha t  relationships between the individual and 

objects can be determined e i ther  by the individual acting by himself, or 

by others  imputiug relationships t o  the individual, but it can also be 

seen tha t ,  within e i ther  form of self-image formation, variations are 

possible. Either the self - ref lect ive act  o r  def ini t ion by others can 

focus i t s e l f  on ei ther  term of the relationship. Thus the individual, pre- 

supposing a well-defined conception of h i s  own ident i ty ,  can focus h i s  

def in i t ion  on the object  of the  relationship rather than on himself; the 

individual who has a firm conception of himself as good can define another 

individual with whom he has had an argument as bad, since anything (or 

anyone) tha t  f a i l s  t o  r e l a t e  favorably t o  a good individual must be bad. 

Similarly, other persons can t e l l  t he  individual t ha t  cer ta in  o b j e c t s a r e  

good o r  bad without specif ic  reference t o  the  individual, jus t  as  they 

can label  the  individual good or  bad without specif ic  reference t o  some 

soc ia l  object. In  e i ther  case, both the individual and the object a r e  

defined by the relationship established, but there is a d i f fe ren t  focus of 

the  attempt.23 Thus we can see tha t  there are, essent ia l ly ,  four primary 

21. Shibutani, x. c&., p. 79. 

22. Lemert, OJ. c&. 
23. Woelfel, z. u., pp. 6 and 8. 
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categories of self-image formation: 1) Self-assignment with focus on the 

def ini t ion of the se l f ;  2) Self-assignment with focus on the def ini t ion 

of the  object; 3) Assignment by others with focus on the  def ini t ion of the  

s e l f ;  4) Assignment by others with focus on the def ini t ion of the object. 

Indirect  Formation of the Self-Conception: 

In a l l  previous cases of self-conception formation, e i t he r  the  self  

o r  the  object can be seen t o  be d i r ec t ly  defined. In the case of the  s e l f -  

re f lec t ive  act ,  the  individual perceives himself acting toward some spec i f ic  

object. In tha t  action, the  self  and the object are  d i r ec t ly  defined with 

regard t o  one another. Similarly, up t o  t h i s  point, only those cases i n  

which others impute relationships between individuals and specif ic  objects 

d i r ec t ly  have been considered. There i s  also another very important way 

i n  which relationships can be formed. 

In some cases, the def ini t ion e i ther  of t he  individual o r  t he  object 

of the  relationship i s  not d i rec t ,  but rather proceeds through an inter-  

vening step. This indirect  def in i t ion  of the s e l f  occurs when e i ther  the  

self  o r  the object  is not d i r ec t ly  encountered o r  defined by others, but 

ra ther  takes on i ts  def ini t ion as  a resu l t  of being placed i n  a category 

of persons o r  objects which have previously been defined. Either individ- 

uals  o r  objects may be categorized. 

The case of objects is the eas ies t  t o  see. Objects a r e  c lass i f ied 

in to  categories on the basis  of s imi la r i t i es  one t o  another. Once a cate- 

gory of objects has been s e t  up, individual objects can be defined merely 

by assignment t o  that  category. Since persons, too, may be social  objects 

t o  which the individual may r e l a t e  himself, they too may be c lass i f ied 

in to  categories. Persons, then, can also be defined as  objects t o  be 

responded t o  by assigning them into categories. An anti-Semite, therefore, 
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can form a relationship with a man he  has never met merely on the informa- 

t ion tha t  the man i s  a Jew, jus t  as another individual might form s re la-  

t ionship with another mac on the knowledge that  tha t  man i s  a doctor. This 

a b i l i t y  of man to  categorize objects on the basis of s imi la r i t i es  i s  what 

makes it possible for  men t o  r e l a t e  themselves t o  objects and persons they 

have never met. 

The peculiar property of the s e l f ,  as  mentioned before, i s  tha t  it is 

tha t  objective information about the  individual which he can observe 

direct ly .  Insofar as the individual can perceive the information about 

himself, it is an &&g t o  him, and, as  such, can be categorized just  as  

any other object. Be can conceive of himself as a Jew or a Democrat or  a 

Catholic o r  a lover or  a mentally ill person. The essent ia l  difference 

between class i f icat ion of the se l f  and c lass i f ica t ion  of other objects i s  

tha t  the  self  is class i f ied not as  something t o  be responded t o  o r  related 

to ,  but  ra ther  as a responder; a re la tor .  Insofar a s  the individual per- 

ceives himself to  be i n  a category of similar re la tors ,  relationships of 

these other individuals t o  cer ta in  objects are  perceived as  appropriate to  

the  individual. The case of c lass i f ica t ion  of the  individual as a subject 

ra ther  than an object w i l l  be termed, i n  t h i s  paper, ident i f icat ion and 

the  person with whom the individual iden t i f ies ,  s i m i f i c a n t  others. This 

ident i f icat ion of the  self  with other selves, whether caused by the immedi- 

a t e  perception of the  individual or  by the def ini t ions  provided by others, 

i s  an extremely important category of self-image formation. The impact of 

ident i f icat ion on self-image formation becomes c lear  when it is seen that  

the  individual can, through ident i f icat ion,  assume information about himself 

in to  t he  self  conception without d i rec t ly  confronting the object of the new 

relacionship himself. Insofar as the individual has identified himself 

with another, actions performed by o r  toward that  other have essent ia l ly  the 
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same ef fec t  on the individual as they would had they been performed by or  

toward him. It i s  t h i s  e f fec t  which accounts for  the anger of the son when 

someone s t r i kes  h i s  fa ther ,  or the  dismay of the college student when h i s  

school is defeated i n  an a th l e t i c  contest. The student i s  injured by the 

team's loss  although he personally did not lose because he has identified 

with t he  a th le tes  on the bas i s  of a s e t  of a t t i tudes  toward the school vis-  

a-vis other schools. 

In the same way as  the individual can come t o  f e e l  the same emotion 

a s  another with whom he has identified when that  other i s  affected, so too 

can he  assimilate behaviors performed by that  other toward the object(s) on 

which the ident i f icat ion i s  based. I f  an individual ident i f ies  himself 

with another on the basis  of a t t i tudes  toward po l i t i ca l  actions. fo r  example, 

then p o l i t i c a l  actions performed by tha t  other are  perceived as  appropriate 

t o  the  individual as well. 

A l l  t h i s  necessarily follows from the or iginal  Meadian premis; the  

individual ac t s  i n  the manner he considers appropriate t o  him i n  the s i tua-  

t ion  i n  which he finds himself. By identifying with another, the individual 

i s  saying, i n  effect ,  that  what i s  appropriate t o  tha t  other i s  appropriate 

t o  him as  well. 

Insofar as  self-conception is inherently s i tuat ional ,  ident i f ica-  

t ion  i t s e l f  is a s i tuat ional  phenomenon. Jus t  as  the  individual knows 

tha t  he is what he is insofar as he i s  related i n  cer ta in  ways t o  cer ta in  

objects, so too he knows tha t  he i s  l i ke  someone e l se  insofar as both he 

and tha t  other are related i n  the same way to  the same object or  s e t  of 

objects. 

From t h i s  it follows fur ther  that  identifications based on perception 

of s imi la r i ty  toward diffuse objects w i l l  tend to  lead t o  incorporation of 

a wider range of behaviors from one individual by another than those based 
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on perceived s imilar i ty  toward spec i f ic  objects. Thus the son who sees 

himself as "just l i k e  my father" w i l l  assimilate more behaviors from h i s  

fa ther  than the student vho sees himself as feel ing the same as h i s  g i r l  

f r iend about what consti tutes a good date w i l l  assimilate from that  gi r l .  

The essent ia l  point  about ident i f icat ion is the f a c t  tha t  whatever is 

seen as appropriate t o  t he  other with whom the individual ident i f ies  i s ,  by 

def ini t ion,  seen as  appropriate t o  t he  individual. (With the st ipulation,  

of course, tha t  t he  action is per t inent  t o  the  object(s) toward which the 

ident i f icat ion is formed.) h u e  any a t t r i bu te  pred- of the other 

must necessarily be predicable of the individual himself. When the pay- 

c h i a t r i a t  tells the  boy "Your f a the r  has schizophrenia," and the boy has 

already formed a d i f fuse  ident i f icat ion with h i s  fa ther  ("I'm jus t  l ike  my 

father"), the statement of the  psychiatr is t  defines the son as well as the  

father.  Assuming t h i s  is true, i t  follows from the Lemertian frame of 

reference that  one can form a deviant self-conception on the basis of 

soc i e t a l  reaction t o  someone e l se  (with whom he has identified.) 

The means by which the self  conception can be formed, therefore, are  

many. Self-images can be formed by the individual himself i n  the se l f -  

ref lexive act ,  or they can be imputed t o  him by others through societal  

definit ion.  h e  focus of the def in i t ion  can be the individual o r  the object 

of t he  relationship, and qua l i t i es  can be a t t r ibuted t o  the  subject or  ob- 

j ec t  e i ther  d i rec t ly  or  indirect ly  by categorization. Combining a l l  these 

methods, the following diagram emerges: 



Table 1. Representation of the means of self-Image Formation and the i r  Combinations 

METHOD OF 

OR DEFINITION 

AGENT OF 
DEFINITION 

SELF 

OTHERS 

A 

DIRECT 

SELF 

Individual sees 
himself r eco i l  
from a snake; 
in fe rs  "I am 
afraid  of t h i s  
snake. " 

Another sees 
individual r eco i l  
from snake; t e l l s  
individual "You 
a re  afra id  of 
snakes. " 

I I I a  

B 

INDIRECT 

OBJECT I SELF 

Individual sees 
himself r eco i l  
from a snake; 
in•’ ere "Snakes 
a r e  fearsome 
creatures ." 

I I a  

Another t e l l s  
individual 
"Snakes are  
fearsome 
creatures. " 

Individual per- 
ceives that  he 
ac t s  jus t  l i k e  
another i n  re -  
gard t o  X; in- 
f e r s  "I am jus t  
l i k e  tha t  other 
i n  regard t o  X." 

Ib 

Another t e l l s  
individual he 
is jus t  l i k e  a 
th i rd  person i n  
regard t o  X. 

OBJECT 

Individual per- 
ceives tha t  he 
ac t s  i n  the  same 
way t o  X, Y and 
2; in fe rs  "X, 
Y and 2 are a l l  
a l i ke  and to  be 
avoided by me." 

I Ib  

Another t e l l s  
individual cer-  
cer ta in  objects 
are  a l l  re la ted 
t o  him i n  the 
same way. 

IVa I I I I ~  I I V ~  

(Columns represent the means by which the self-image is formed, rows represent the  person or  agent t ha t  forms 
the re la t ion.  Column subclasses represent the focus of the  def ini t ion;  i.e., whether the  individual o r  the  
object  is defined. Cell  Ia,  therefore, represents the  case of an individual perceiving himself r e l a t i ng  t o  
an object ,  and making inferences about himself on the basis of tha t  relationship.) 
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Although the main purpose i n  compiling the above diagram is t o  i l l u s -  

t r a t e  graphically the various ways i n  which self-images can be formed, one 

other advantage i s  apparent: by inspection of the sub-classes within the 

diagram, it i s  possible to  determine what kinds of self-images are  l ikely 

t o  be formed by different  types of self-image formation. Since a l l  self  

images formed i n  Column A are  formed d i rec t ly  (either by a d i r ec t  defini-  

t ion  of the individual o r  object), it follows tha t  the  relationships w i l l  

i n  a l l  cases be specific ones. The individual, t ha t  is, perceives that  

h e  is related t o  a cer ta in  object i n  a cer ta in  way. It follows from th i s  

t ha t  the behaviors result ing from t h i s  type of self-image formation w i l l  

themselves be specific. These are  t he  processes through which single 

behaviors are  incorporated. Any primary deviance t o  which society can 

reac t  w i l l  originate i n  these processes. 

On the other hand, self-images formed i n  Column B are  formed toward 

whole categories of objects, or  by categorizing the individual with other 

individuals. Attitudes formed through these methods, therefore, can be 

seen t o  be complex, e i ther  because they re fe r  t o  more than one object, or 

because they are  incorporated through ident i f icat ion with other individuals, 

i n  which case a l l  the a t t i tudes  and actions of the other r e l a t i ve  t o  the 

object of the ident i f icat ion a re  appropriate t o  the individual, and tend 

t o  be incorporated i n  toto. These methods, then, are  the  ones through 

which roles tend t o  be incorporated in to  the self  conception. In the case 

of Column A, for  example, an individual may find himself recoil ing from a 

snake. Through the self-reflexive ac t ,  the individual encounters himself 

specif ical ly  related to a cer ta in  object (a snake), and may come t o  charac- 

t e r i z e  himself as  one afraid  of snakes (a specif ic  a t t i tude ,  result ing i n  

specif ic  actions)(Cell Ia). In the case of Column B, the individual's 

fa ther ,  fo r  examp e, having seen the above action, may indirect ly  impute 



19 

a t t r i bu te s  to  the individual toward a whole category of d i f fuse  objects; 

('You a re  just  l i k e  your mother -- a coward.")(Cell IVa) Granting for  a 

moment the  gross oversimplification implied, i f  t h i s  s e t  of character is t ics  

should be incorporated into the self-conception, enormous numbers of 

behaviors become incorporated in to  t he  self-conception. A l l  the  behaviors 

of the  mother re la t ive  t o  s i tuat ions  i n  which courage is an element may 

be po ten t ia l ly  incorporated, as  well  as behaviors toward any objects which 

may be defined as related t o  courage. In t h i s  case, not one but many 

behaviors enter the  repertoire of the  individual. 

It would seem tha t  the c lass i f icat ion presented can account for  any 

form of self-conscious behavior which the individual i s  physically capable 

of performing. It i s  important t o  note, however, t ha t  the  theoret ical  

posi t ion presented i n  t h i s  paper can account only f o r  self-conscious 

behavior; tha t  is, behavior i n  which the self  enters perception as  an 

object .  Actions which are not self-conscious must be accounted for  i n  

terms of other theories, such as  Stimulus-Response, etc. The exclusion 

of non-self-conscious ac t iv i t i e s  from consideration seems jus t i f ied  in  

view of the f a c t  t ha t  self-conscious behavior i s  the distinguishing 

fea ture  of the human animal. This paper does not d i r ec t  i t s e l f  toward 

a l l  behavior, but t ha t  behavior which is peculiarly human. Insofar as 

man i s  animal as  well  as human, non-self-conscious a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  also a 

pa r t  of the human repertoire,  and on tha t  count alone deserve investiga- 

tion. It i s  l i ke ly  that  these animal behaviors a r e  the  i n i t i a l  sources 

of ac t iv i ty  which the individual perceives himself performing i n  the se l f -  

ref lexive act  ear ly  i n  l i f e ,  when the self  i s  not suf f ic ien t ly  developed. 

t o  be a s ignif icant  motivator of behavior. The infant may suck h i s  thumb 

by inborn reflex,  for  example, but only when he perceives the  f a c t  that  he 

i s  sucking h i s  thumb does the action become a self-conscious one. The 
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individual, prwiously not self-conscious, now has made an inference 

about himself, even though rather elementary: "I am a thumbsucker." 

The f i r s t  inference must be made before the term "I" has any meaning 

whatsower. Such unconscious activi t ies do not really deserve the 

classification "human actions," but ought rather to be thought of as 

things which happen t o  the person. 

Insofar as behavior termed sick i s  self-conscious, its genesis can 

be accounted for in terms of the theory presented. Such behaviors as 

gross misperceptions of reali ty are easily dealt with, since perception 

of objects i t se l f  i s  largely determined by the pre-existing self concep- 

tion. Similarly severe anxiety and fear, anger and aggressiveness as 

well as psychological pain can be accommodated insofar as they are self- 

conscious reactions to  reali ty as it i s  perceived by the individual. 

Spatial limitations prohibit an exhaustive survey of the actions termed 

sick as they re la te  to  the theoretical position presented, but the gen- 

eral  thesis should be apparent: 

Since the mind is seen as a process of relating the individual to  

the objects around him, it i s  not subject to  pathology as long as the 

physical organs on which it depends are functioning normally. 
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