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Principles of Psychology—
text. Its author, William James (1842-1910), i
ment of American psychology. James founded a schoo

ism. The thinking of this school was that a person’s specific psychological
processes—behaviors, thoughts, and emotions—must serve a purpose for the person,
or the processes would be changed or lost.

The excerpt that follows is from Psychology,
Psychology, which he published in 189
rounding society in determining an in

actions.

The Social Me—A man’s social me is the recognition which he gets
from his mates. We are not only gregarious animals, liking to be in sight
of our fellows, but we have an innate propensity to get ourselves
noticed, and noticed favorably, by our kind. No more fiendish punish-
ment could be devised, were such a thing physically possible, than that
one should be turned loose in society and remain absolutely unnoticed
by all the members thereof. 1f no one turned round when we entered,
answered when we spoke, or minded what we did, but if every person
we met “cut us dead,” and acted as if we were non-existing things, a
kind of rage and impotent despair would ere [before] long well up in
us, from which the cruelest bodily tortures would be a relief; for these
would make us feel that, however bad might be our plight, we had not
sunk to such a depth as to be unworthy of attention at all. :

Properly speaking, 2 man has as many social selves as there are indi-
viduals who recognize him and carry an image of him in their mind. To
wound any one of these his images is to wound him. But as the individ-
uals who carry the images fall naturally into classes, we may practically
say that he has as many different social selves as there are distinct
groups of persons about whose opinion he cares. He generally shows a
different side of himself to each of these different groups. Many a youth
who is demure enough before his parents and teachers, swears and
swaggers like a pirate among his “tough” young friends. We do not
show ourselves to our children as to our club-companions, to our cus-
tomers as to the laborers we employ, to our own masters and employers
as to our intimate friends. From this there results what practically is a
division of the man into several selves; and this may be a discordant
splitting, as where one is afraid to let one set of his acquaintances know
him as he is elsewhere; or it may be a perfectly harmonious division of
labor, as where one tender to his children is stern to the soldiers or
prisoners under his command.

The most peculiar social self which one is apt to have is in the mind
of the person one is in love with. The good or bad fortunes of this self
cause the most intense elation and dejection—unreasonable enough as
measured by every other standard than that of the organic feeling of the
individual. To his own consciousness he is not, so long as this particu-
lar social self fails to get recognition, and when it is recognized his con-
tentment passes all bounds. '

A man fame, good or bad, and his honor or dishonor, are names for
one of his social selves. The particular social self of a man called his
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» CHAPTER 20, continued

honor is usually the result of one of those splittings of which we have
spoken. It is his image in the eyes of his own “set,” which exalts or con-
dernns him as he conforms or not to certain requirements that may not
be made of one in another walk of life. Thus a layman may abandon a
city infected with cholera; but a priest or a doctor would think such an
act incompatible with his honor. A soldier’s honor requires him to fight
or to die under circumstances where another man can apologize or run
away with no stain upon his social self. A judge, a statesman, are in like
manner debarred by the honor of their cloth from entering into pecu-
niary [monetary] relations perfectly honorable to persons in private life.
Nothing is commoner than to hear people discriminate between their
different selves of this sort: “As a man I pity you, but as an official 1
must show you no mercy”; “As a politician [ regard him as an ally, but
as a moralist I loathe him”; etc., etc. What may be called “club-opinion”
is one of the very strongest forces in life. The thief must not steal from
other thieves; the gambler must pay his gambling-debts, though he pay
no other debts in the world. The code of honor of fashionable society
has throughout history been full of permissions as well as of vetoes, the
only reason for following either of which is so that we best serve one of
our social selves. You must not lie in general but you may lie as much
as you please if asked about your relations with a lady; you must accept
a challenge from an equal, but if challenged by an inferior you may
Jaugh him to scorn: these are examples of what is meant.

QUESTIONS

— 1. Do you think James’ description of the influence of society on human behavior is still ’
valid today? Why or why not?
2. What evidence have you observed that people have more than one social self?

3. Do you agree with James’ statement that “the most peculiar social self which one is
apt to have is in the mind of the person one is in love with”? Why or why not?
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