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                           SOC 3120: Social Psychology





   Prof. J. Scott Kenney



             Lecture 1: What is Social Psychology?

We humans live in a world where we name ourselves, others, and our activities. Such activities announce who we are, what we're doing, and why (e.g. "professor"; "student"; "mother"; "child" etc.). They also shape the identities and activities expected of others with whom we interact - people who will be scrutinized to see whether they are and are behaving in a manner appropriate to their identities.


In my role as professor, I am announcing two terms that will be relevant to this course: (1) Social psychology; and (2) symbolic interactionism (S.I.). To say one is interested in social psychology tells other professionals - in the above manner - something of one's professional activities and commitments. To cliam that one pursues it from the perspective of S.I. adds another, more narrow band of meaning. The first task in expounding a S.I. social psychology is to be clear about these labels, their origins and implications. We will be doing this today and through the next couple of classes to provide a clear foundation for our work.


Let's begin with the issue of what the first category entails. Social psychology is often seen as an ambiguous term because it is used in both psychology and sociology alike. Indeed, it is the point where the two disciplines come closest to meeting. This confusion began in 1908 when psychologist William McDougall wrote a book arguing that in order to understand how humans are affected by society, it was necessary to study "the native basis of the mind." McDougall relied on the concept of instinct, believing it necessary to discover the "innate tendencies of thought and action" that characterize human beings in order, thereafter, to explain the influences of society on them. 


In contrast, the same year sociologist Edward Ross published a book, with the same title, placing much more emphasis on social forces. Ross argued that certain psychological processes come into existence because human beings associate with each other. As such, Ross felt that the spread of fads and fashions, for example, cannot be explained simply by the nature and structure of the individual mind. The very fact of human association creates processes that cannot be reduced to the study of individual. Hence, we should start with society and then look at its effect on the individual mind.


This controversy over where to begin sounded themes that can still be heard in the work of social psychologists today. The members of each discipline are still geared towards their own traditions, theories, ways of doing research and basic images of human behavior. On the one hand, psychologists don't deny that social and cultural forces shape the environment within which basic psychological processes such as learning, cognition or emotion take place, but their main interest remains these processes themselves - not the social setting in which they occur. Psychologists make the individual their main unit of analysis. Sociologists, on the other hand, seek to describe and explain patterns of conduct among larger aggregates of individuals - groups communities, social classes, and even whole societies. Without denying the importance of the mind or of processes that operate at the individual level, sociological social psychologists give precedence to human association and make society the starting point of their analysis.


Perhaps the best way to draw out this point is to compare some of the typical theoretical and research interests of psychological and sociological social psychologists. Psychologists tend to emphasize such topics as conformity, interpersonal attraction, the attribution of causality, aggression, altruistic behavior and attitudes, and their impact on behavior. Conformity - how the group shapes the thoughts and actions of individuals - for example, was tested in the famous experiment by Solomon Asch. Individuals placed in a room full of others told to misjudge the length of lines on a screen eventually were induced to change their opinions or publicly adopt a judgement by pressures to conform. Similarly, in his notorious studies of obedience, Stanley Milgram found that he could readily induce people to obey directions that required them  to inflict apparent harm on others (electric shocks). There are many other examples, such as experiments on learned helplessness (Lerner/Seligman); Harlow's monkeys and bonding, Pavlov's dogs/Skinner's rats and learning, etc.).


Although psychological social psychologists conduct much of their research in a social setting, they typically focus on individual behavior. They have little interest in culture or in the ways in which individual conduct is socially organized and directed. Their approach is summed up in Gordon Allport's definition of social psychology as "the attempt to understand and explain how the thought, feeling, and behavior of individuals are influenced by the actual, imagined or implied presence of others."


Sociologists approach social psychology differently. While many of the same topics are studied (e.g. interpersonal attraction; attitudes and behavior), sociologists tend to be interested in a broader range of phenomena, including social roles, processes and contexts of socialization, justice and injustice, social movements and collective behavior, deviance and social control, self and identity, and the social psychology of health, work and social mobility. In carrying out this work, sociologists focus squarely on the social world itself, treating social structure, culture, social roles, groups, organizations and collective behaviornot simply as environments within which individuals behave, but also as crucial levels of reality in their own right. Their ultimate goal is not simply to explain what people do and why, but to understand how organized social life is possible, how it works, and how it changes over time.


For example, the topic of socialization is of great importance in sociological social psychology. Sociologists are not typically interested in how individuals learn what they learn, but rather the content of socialization, the context in which it occurs (e.g. the family, peers, educational organizations), and the nature of the process as it occurs at different periods of life. A sociological study of socialization by peers during adolescence, for example, might examine the nature of the friendship bond and explore the different kinds of learning that occur in this relationship. Gary Fine, for example, discovered that the relatively egalitarian and tolerant nature of adolescent friendships provides a context in which the social skills of self-presentation and impression management can be practiced and mastered. Such studies focus on what transpires between people rather than within the person, and pay considerable attention to the wider social and cultural context in which conduct occurs. 


There is really little value in arguing about which approach to social psychology is better. The disciplines of psychology and sociology have both common and different goals. Sociologists can find much of value in psychologists' studies of conformity, person perception, causal attribution, obedience, leadership, and many othger topics that they pursue. Indeed, the interests of psychological and sociological social psychologists frequently overlap to the point where each can gain by attending to the research and theory of the other. Yet sociologists frequently find limitations in psychological social psychology. For example, because much of their work ignores the facts of cultural variation, psychologists are prone to develop culture-bound, ethnocentric explanations of human conduct. Also, because they often focus on the individual in the microscopic social context of the lab or small group, they ignore the much larger framework of social institutions, power, and other constraints that affect human conduct, and can seem naive and inattentive with respect to issues of power, coercion, freedom, and other matters with which sociologists are concerned.


My goal in this class is to present and develop a perspective, known as symbolic interactionism, that provides a distinctively sociological way of understanding human social conduct and group life. Although the concerns of S.I. are not limited to social psychology - for it considers culture and social structure as critical phenomena for investigation as well - S.I. remains centrally concerned with the issues that have preoccupied social psychologists. Indeed, among the several approaches to social psychology that sociologists have used, it is the one most identified with sociological social psychology and best suited to the needs of the discipline.


Sociologists take a distinctive view of the relationship between the person and the social world. On one hand, they say that society is the source of human knowledge, language, skills, orientations and motives. Individuals are born into and shaped by a society that will persist long after they are dead and gone. They are seen as products of that society and its culture. On the other hand, that same society owes its very existence and continuity to the conduct of its members. Neither "society" nor "culture" actually does anything - for both are abstractions. Only people act, and by acting create and perpetuate their society and its culture.


This paradoxical relationship between individual and society leads us to pose some difficult questions. How do individuals acquire from society the capacity to be active, functioning members? Indeed, what is it that they aquire - what skills, knowledge, orientations and motives? How do the individual and cooperative acts of its socializeed members create and sustain a society? How can society shape the very individuals on whose actions its existence depends, and how can it live on when its members die? How can we say that people create society if they are created by it?


These kinds of questions are particularly important as, in the sociological view, biologically programmed instincts or drives have been supplanted by learning as the most important factors underlying human behavior. In this view, the human world is primarily cultural, and human conduct is shaped by the knowledge, skills, values, beliefs, and ways of living held in common by the members of society. Thus, an orderly and persisting society is not guaranteed by our biological programming, but by what we have learned. Moreover, individuals are not guided by instinct, but must themselves rely on society and culture for their own survival. 


Simply to assert that behavior is culturally transmitted is not to explain how culture actually influences or shapes individual conduct. Human sexual behavior, for example, is profoundly influenced by culture. What human beings find sexually arousing, the situations in which they find it so, and the choice of others with whom to engage in sexual activity are not matters of human nature, but of cultural patterning. But how does culture shape human sexual attitudes and conduct? How does what we learn about human sexual activity work its way into our sexual behavior?


Sociologists have come up with various responses to linking society and culture to actual conduct. Some have argued that our attention should be focused on culture and social structure rather than on conduct itself. Structural sociologists who adopt this position argue that patterns of conduct are so profoundly determined by culture and social structure that the question of how these forces actually shape behavior can safely be ignored. After all, much of day to day social life is quite routine, repetitive, and culture essentially provides ready-made ways of behaving. For such theorists, explaining how culture and society actually shape conduct is less interesting and important than explaining the origins and persistence of cultural patterns and social structures.


Sociologists of this persuasion have developed numerous concepts designed to describe and help explain social phenomena. To take but one example, the concept of social class referes to the fact that societies are typically divided into segments whose members have a similar position in the division of labour, comparable education and incomes, and similar views of themselves and their place in the world. One social class, for example, might consist of small business owners, another of manual workers, and another of factory owners. In each case, the similarities are likely to be greater among the members of the class than between the members of that class and those of another. Class is a structural concept; its focus is on the patterned and repetitive conduct and social relationships that can be observed within and between various groups in a society at any given point in history.


A structural perpsective has many attractive features. Human social life is highly repetitive, and it is necessary to look beyond the details of individual behavior and its formation in order to see patterns and regularities. Moreover, although society ultimately depends on the conduct of individuals, their actions and interactions typically have consequences they do not foresee and frequently do not recognize. The everyday actions of people as they work, eat, drink, play, make love, socialize, vote, exercise and attend meetings do seem powerfully influenced by social class, and these actions have the cumulative effect of sustaining and reproducing class structures - even though people do not necessarily intend to do so nor recognize that they are doing so.


There are limitations, however, in attending only to social and cultural patterns and regularities. Social life is highly repetitive, but is not totally so. Patterns change over time - sometimes slowly and sometimes quite dramatically and quickly. The social division of labor between men and women in North America, for example, is not the same as it was a century ago. Men and women today inherit social roles and images of one another that were crafted in the 19th century but have been periodically modified since then. Although some still believe that women should be confined to the domestic sphere because they lack the political or intellectual skills for public life, the vast majority now reject such beliefs. This is in part because of the women's movement, which challenged such ideas, and what once seemed to many to be an eternal fact now seems antiquated. Patterns that once seemed firmly entrenched have changed.


This fact of social change makes it difficult to regard human conduct as simply determined by existing forms of society and culture. We must look at it as shaped not only by these external forces but also by the efforts of people who work within, and sometimes against an inherited culture and existing social arrangements. People are not thoroughly and passively socialized to accept and reproduce culture and society, for under many circumstances they resist and rebel, finding ways to escape from the patterns of conduct that are urged upon them. They are not merely agents of an existing social order, but also active agents who create and change that order.


Many sociologists, therefore, do not believe that they can simply concentrate on social structure and culture and ignore conduct. They recognize that they must have a basic theory of action - an account of how people actually form their conduct in everyday life that can be related to the society and culture their conduct both sustains and modifies.


The main task of social psychology is to create just such a theory of action. Its job is to examine the details of action and interaction, to show how people are influenced by society and culture, but also to show how their everyday actions both sustain and change these larger realities. To do so, the social psychologist must focus on such topics as socialization, the nature of the person, and the actual formation of conduct in everyday life. At the same time, however, culture and social structure cannot be ignored: it is the framework within which everyday life takes place, and in which the person is created and transformed.


A theory of action can be based on a great variety of theoretical perspectives. The theory to be discussed in this class - Symbolic Interactionism - has been both influential and controversial within sociology. In the next class, we will discuss in a general way how S.I. approaches a theory of action that can account for the influence of society and culture on the person, but also explain how action and interaction both reproduce and change society and culture. 





    What is Symbolic Interactionism?

Symbolic Interactionism (S.I.) is a distinctively American sociological perspective on social psychology emphasizing meaning, reflection, and coordinated action by self-aware individuals. However, its roots lie in a variety of pre-existing intellectual movements. Aside from the dramaturgical, ethnomethodological, and phenomenological varieties of this theory which have philosophical roots in European phenomenology and existentialism, the earlier intellectual influences on S.I. can be readily listed. These include:

(1) Evolutionism (Darwin: process giving rise to different forms; interaction between organisms and environment; Bergson, emergent evolutionism);

(2) The Scottish Moralists (David Hume, Adam Smith: “sympathy” and “the impartial spectator”);

(3) German Idealism (Kant; Fichte; Schelling and Hegel: importance of individual vs. determinism; controversy over fixed vs. variable structure of mind, thought, and perception; Wundt: the centrality of gesture linking language and action);

(4) The Hermeneutic (Interpretive) Tradition: (Dilthey: subject matter of social sciences conscious/ needs different methods; Weber: verstehen and positivism; Simmel: ongoing social processes/ forms of association);

(5) Functional Psychology: (James and Dewey: Focus on language, action, adaptive behavior; plasticity of instinct, and mind as function instead of structure);




But perhaps most importantly, we can identify the roots of S.I. in:

(6) American Pragmatism: (Pierce, James and Dewey: truth emerges in practical outcomes; for collective/verifiable vs. for individual/meaningful).


Identified with Charles S. Pierce, William James, John Dewey and George Herbert Mead, this perspective focused on how living things make practical adjustments to their surroundings. In this vein, they argued that the truth of an idea or the meaning of a statement depends on its practical consequences. An idea, they argue, is true if it works. They argue that knowledge continually confronts practical tests of its usefulness, and they emphasize the consequences of ideas more than their logical elegance or internal consistency.


With more specific regard to its relevance for behavior, pragmatists see truth not as an absolute thing, but as always relative to the needs and interests of organisms (e.g. the idea that the sun rises in the east is true only if it leads to empirical predictions that help people usefully adjust to the world). In interactions with the environment, pragmatists strongly link knowing and acting. People act on the basis of their ideas, and reality is not “out there,” but actively created as we act in and toward the world.


The link between such philosophical pragmatism and social psychology is found in the work of George Herbert Mead. While not as well known in philosophical circles as Pierce, James and Dewey, he is widely recognized in sociological circles for his theory of mind. This attempts to account for the origins and development of human intelligence by linking it to the process of evolution, by viewing mind and conduct as inescapably linked, and by showing that the origins of human mind lay in society. 


Mead felt that human intelligence emerged from a process of evolutionary change. He was also convinced that the mind was not a separate, disembodied entity, but an integral aspect of the behavior of the species. He wanted to avoid the dualistic view of mind and body that had plagued philosophy - something which led analysts to separate the physical organism from intelligence, and to imagine the latter as existing within some ethereal realm of ideas. For Mead, mind, body and conduct became inseparable aspects of a process of evolution that has produced a uniquely human life form.


In this view, all organisms come into being and persist (or fail to persist) in interactions with their physical environments. Their physical structure and capacity to act don’t exist in a vacuum, but are created under specific environmental conditions. Moreover, organisms are not simply the passive products of stimuli emanating from their surroundings. They, in turn, possess a set of capacities to respond to their world (e.g. bees use light to locate food; people respond to language, and use it in most everything they do). These capacities evolved over long periods of time as conditions changed, mutations appeared, and new structures developed. Moreover, an organism’s capacities to respond help make the environment what it is. The child who learns how to react to its parent’s “no” is acting on his or her parents - obeying in order to influence their acts and secure personal needs for nurture and praise - every bit as much as s/he is being acted on by the parents.


This approach was unusual during Mead’s time (the early 1900's to the 30's). Then, most social scientists explained the human mind and social conduct in terms of instincts (e.g. if people cared for children, resisted change, or sought new experiences, it was felt that they were simply obeying pre-programmed maternal, conservative or novelty-seeking instincts). Mead countered that human conduct, especially in a period of rapid social change,  was simply too complex to be explained by instincts. While this may be largely true of lower organisms, among humans there is just too much cultural diversity, novelty, and complexity for instincts to be a satisfactory explanation. 


Mead also found much to criticize in an approach known as behaviorism (Watson; Skinner). Exponents insisted that the true path to explaining behavior lay in paying strict attention only to what scientists could strictly observe - in behavior and environmental events (stimuli) associated with it. Emphasizing that behavior was learned, they sought to uncover the laws that governed learning behavioral responses to environmental stimuli. As such, they avoided any concept of mind, saying that what is essential in conduct is not what people think they are doing, but what do and how they are rewarded for it. For behaviorists, mental events such as thoughts, ideas, and images are irrelevant because, they felt, they cannot be observed. 


While Mead felt that behaviorists’ emphasis on behavior was correct, he also thought that internal, mental events were crucial to the explanation of conduct. Thus, he argued that mental events are themselves a form of behavior that can readily be observed. We can talk about our inner experiences, and, in this way, they become observable. 


In addition, Mead felt that behaviorism had a far too individualistic focus. While it is true that it is the individual that behaves, individual behavior is rarely disconnected from the acts of others. Indeed, human behavior is socially coordinated, often in very complex ways over extended periods of time. Any explanation that fails to take this into account is doomed from the start (e.g. shaking hands is not just a response to a learned stimulus, but a socially coordinated act in which the past experiences and future hopes of two individuals, and shared social conventions, play a large part. Moreover, the meaning varies by context: such as business vs. romance). To abstract the individual’s act from its context restricts the explanation, explaining far less than what we can and must.


It was Mead’s genius to provide an explanation of the nature and origins of human intelligence - a mind that could both deal with inner experience and take into account the social nature of human life. He argued that individual organisms exist in association with others of their own kind and are profoundly affected by this. While most species vary in their degree of social organization and interdependence, the basis for human interaction differs. Among other animals interaction takes a form known as the “conversation of gestures” (i.e. each individual, in beginning an act, engages in overt and visible actions that can be detected by others and serve as stimuli to their responses, such as a dog baring its teeth causing another to respond in kind and setting the stage for aggression). In such cases, interaction proceeds on the basis of stimuli-response, and in no sense does either decide or make up its mind to act in a certain way. However, for humans, the most important gestures are linguistic. Since we are animals who possess language, and whose conduct occurs in a world of words, we are attuned not just to the overt bodily movements of others, but also to complex sets of vocalizations that precede and accompany their acts and our own. Moreover, these vocal gestures - or acts of speech - have the unique property of arousing in the one using them nearly the same response as they arouse in the others to whom they are directed. They are “significant symbols” (e.g. shouting “fire!” in a crowded theatre, for example, doesn’t merely elicit a flight response, the word creates, both in the crowd and in the one who shouts it, a certain attitude - a readiness to act in a particular way, an image of the conduct appropriate to the situation, and a plan of action. It is this creation of a common attitude in both symbol user and hearer that makes possible the individual’s control over his or her own conduct. People who, by anticipating what others will do in response to their acts, are able to plan their own subsequent acts, and have thus attained control over their own conduct. For example, anticipating the possibility of panic and a crush of people trying to flee, I may decide instead to attempt a more subdued, quieter warning that will improve the chances for a safe evacuation. In doing this, I exert control over my behavior.


This use of significant symbols affords humans a form of control over their own conduct that other animals do not possess, but also gives them a form of consciousness not found elsewhere: consciousness of self. Our capacity to employ symbols in imagining the responses of others to our own acts also gives us the capacity to be conscious of ourselves. We are able to become objects to ourselves, having the capacity to act towards ourselves as we act towards others. We are able to be one of the many things, ideas, persons, and experiences of which we are conscious and towards which our activity is directed (e.g. we can name ourselves, think about ourselves, imagine ourselves in various situations, love, hate, feel proud or blame ourselves). Essentially, we can act towards ourselves in all the ways that we can act towards others.


Mead’s account of human behavior, mind, and self represents a significant milestone in human self-understanding. His theory stresses the explanation of human conduct in scientific terms on the basis of scientific observation. However, it simultaneously admits inner experiences as capable of observation - since we are able to report and communicate to others about our private experiences and feelings using significant symbols. Mead’s theory recognizes the sociability of human beings as a primary fact of their evolution and existence, and uses this fact to explain how human beings mind their environment in distinctive ways. His theory puts the human experience of self at centre stage. Human beings are seen as creatures whose evolution has yielded a capacity for self control.


Before moving on, in the next class, to compare and contrast symbolic interactionism with other social psychological approaches, it may be useful here to review and comment on some of the major tenets of symbolic interactionism as laid out by Mead’s student Herbert Blumer.


According to Blumer, symbolic interaction (S.I.), as the distinct theoretical perspective in sociological social psychology, focuses on the nature of human social interaction: For example:

- Humans are portrayed as "acting" as opposed to "acted upon." (i.e. are not simply passive, robot-like entities)

- People interact with each other, and society is composed of the interaction of such active individuals.

- Individuals and society are both constantly changing in the process of interaction.

   The basic assumptions of this theoretical perspective are as follows:

(1) Humans live in a symbolic world of learned meanings. The objective world has no reality for humans; only subjectively defined objects have meaning.

(2) Symbols arise in the social process and are shared. The meaning of these symbols are neither static entities, nor simply bestowed on individuals and learned by habit. Rather, the meanings of objects and events can be altered through the creative capabilities of humans. Meanings are conceived as social products arising through the defining acts of individuals as they interact - social products that may, in turn, exert influences on them.

(3)Symbols have motivational significance; they function in determining the behavior of individuals. Meanings and symbols allow individuals to carry out distinctively human action and interaction; individuals respond to objects and events on the basis of the subjective meanings that these things have for them.

(4) The mind is a functional, volitional, teleological entity serving the interests of the individual. Humans, unlike the lower animals, are endowed with the capacity for thought. They do not simply respond to their environment. The capacity for thought is shaped by social interaction, but it may generally be stated that humans are self conscious beings, able to understand factors affecting their behavior, conceive alternate behaviors, and select out and indicate to themselves and to others the meanings of certain environmental stimuli to which they are responding. Essentially, through the concept of mind, individuals are able to acquire control over meanings.

(5) The self is a social construct; just as individuals are born mindless, so too, are they born selfless; our selves arise in social interaction with others, and undergo continual development and modification throughout the lifespan of the individual. The distinctive aspect of the self is its duality (i.e. it has the capacity to be both subject and object to itself). In the latter sense, the self is basically a social structure arising in its social context. The self can be said to exist in the very act of viewing oneself in such a reflexive manner. Such activity is made possible through the use of language - a group of significant symbols which allow one to employ the standpoints of others in order to view oneself as an object - to see oneself as others do.

(6) Society, like mind and self, is a linguistic or symbolic construct arising out of the social process; it consists of individuals interacting. The emphasis here is on process, on individuals involved in ongoing symbolic interaction. Society is comprised of social actors who act back and forth, and form their acts in relation to one another. Such "joint action" may involve as few as two individuals, or the actions of large institutions. It involves interpretation and communication on the part of actors. Society is made possible when individuals act with one another in mind, alter their behaviors as they go along, symbolically communicate behavior to others, and interpret the behavior of others.

(7) Sympathetic introspection is a mandatory mode of inquiry. Methodologically, if humans act toward things on the basis of their symbolic meanings, then it logically follows that understanding human behavior requires the researcher to "get at" the actor's meanings. The researcher must immerse himself or herself in the world of his or her subjects, place himself or herself in their shoes. Only in this way will he or she learn to understand their "constructions of reality."

