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I 

MIl\TD, SELF AND SOCIETY 

George Herbert Mead wa.s born in South Hadley, 

Massachusetts, in 1863. His: formal education took him 

from Oberlin College to Harvard, Leipzig and Berlin. 

Mead taught at Michigan for a few years and went to the 

University of Chicago in 1893 where he remained until 

his death in 1931. 

As a philosopher Mead was a pragmatist; as a 

scientist he was a social psychologist. 1 In neither 

field did he share the quality of systematic thinking 

associated with men like Dewey or Cooley. Mead's publi

cations were restricted to t.he journals of his profession. 

After his death his unpublished manuscripts, lectures and 

notes were collected, edited and published in four volumes. 

The first to be published, despite its being the last to 

be written, vlas 'JJhe Philosophy of the Present (hereafter: pp). 

This consists of the Carus Lectures which Mead presented at 

Berkeley three weeks before his dea.th. It is supplemented 

by a fe\\7 previously pu.blished articles. The next volume to 

be published was .~iind, Self, and Society (hereafter: MSS). 

1 
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This is made up of sets of student notes from Mead's 

course in Social Psychology which he gave at Chicago 

from 1900 until the year of his death. 

The next volume to be published was The Movements 

of Thought in the Nineteenth Century (hereafter: MT). 

This was also made up of student notes and unpublished 

manuscripts. It represents Mead's view of the history 

of ideas. The last volume was published in 1938 as 

The Philosophy of the Act (hereafter: PA). This volume 

represents Mead'si pragmatism as formulated over the last 

ten or fifteen years of his life. 2 It is obvious from 

this sketch that the order of publication is independent 

of the order of composition. Intellectually the chrono

logical order of Mead's life would be : MSS, PA, and PP. 

MT has been left out of this scheme because the view of 

history e~pressed in that work is covered by PA and PP. 

MSS appears first on the list - yet it is based 

on notes taken as late as 1930. This placement is justified 

because of the general nature of undergraduate courses and a 

teacher's responsibility to students. Mead was constantly 

revising his lectures to include recent experimental findings 

as well as the refinements of his own thought. Considerations 

to a theory of mind or self 'which are outside the field of 

social psychology could not :be included in such a course. 

The lectures stick to the level of the audience as well as 

to the general confines of social psychology. 
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MSS is Mead I s attempt. to "show that mind and the 

self are without residue social emergents; and that 

language, in the form of a vocal gesture, provides the 

mechanism for their emergence.,,3 For Mead mind evolves 

in a social context. Previous psychologies, such as 

those of Tarde, Baldwin and lil]undt, canno·t explain the 

origin of mind within the framework of observable 

behaviour. 4 All of these views assume that mind is 

necessary for the inception of a social process. Mead 

disagrees with this kind of analysis because they are 

attempting to explain the evolution of mind in a social 

context and, at the same time, they are asserting that 

the social context is only possible because there are minds. 

A further reason why Mead rejects these psychologies is 

that they have not shown how those aspects of mind which 

they claim have evolved in a social manner could have 

been socially initiated. 

Mead refers to his social psychology as social 

behaviourism. He does this for a number of reasons. In 

the first place, Mead feels t:hat no clear line can be 

drawn between individual and social psychology. The 

particular analysis of social psychology is concerned 

with the origins of the self, of mind and of individual 

consciousness. Individual psychology "abstracts certain 

factors from the Slituation with which social psychology 
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deals more nearly in its concrete reality."S Mead wishes 

to maintain the behaviouristic approach because behaviourism 

for Mead is "simply an approach to the study of the ex-

perience of the individual flcom the point of view of his 

conduct, particularly, but not exclusively, the conduct 

6 as it is observable by others. 'u 

To clear the ground for his O\.vn methodology Mead 

begins MSS with a criticism of the dominant force in 

psychology in his day - watson and his behaviourism. 

Mead has no quarrel with the watsonians so long as they 

keep to their ori9inal field of investigation, that of 

animal psychology. Animal psychology had long ago 

dropped any reference to consciousness on the grounds 

that it was not testable. The pre-Watsonians who adapted 

this model of investigation 1:0 human psychology had also 

omitted the reference to consciousness. Watson, however, 

went a step further and removed the reference to the entire 

introspective field of private subjective experience within 

h . d' 'd 1 7 t e J.n lVl ua • 

Watson arcgues that thought is actually subcutaneous 

speech. Thought, word, symbol and vocal gesture are all 

synonomous terms for Watson. Words become associated with 

things and our responses to it:he things of our language is 

thought. There is an interaction between the word and that 
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which the word represents; this interaction becomes a 

conditioned reflex. When our responses have become con-

ditioned in this manner the word is sufficient to evoke 

the action which has become associated with it. All 

phenomena must be reduced to the terminology of the 

conditioned reflex. What cannot be so reduced, such 

as mind, consciousness or introspection, is denied. 

Denied, not just as an explanation of behaviour but as 

existing in any sense. What Mead argued at this point 

is that though it is impossible to reduce mind, e.g., 

to behaviouristic terms, this does not rule out the 

possibility of explaining mind in those terms. Mead 

is arguing that mind or consciousness can be shown to 

b f 
.. 8 e unctlonlng. 

Mead has many specific criticisms of watson in 

the first section of MSS,9 but I will only concern myself 

with his most important criticism as it is the one which 

most directly introduces Mead's own theories and methodology. 

Mead's major criticism of watson grew out of Mead IS 

understanding of John Dewey's work Psychology. In this 

work Dewey was arguing against the prevailing theoretical 

orientation in psychology before the turn of the century. 

This orientation was 'elementalism' and its "psychological 

counterpart, reflexism."lO Dewey rejected this analysis 



because II the reflelx arc is not a comprehensive, or organic 

unity, but a patch~ork of disjointed parts, a mechanical 

conjunction or unallied process."ll Dewey corrects this 

view of the stimulus-response problem by showing that 

"sensory stimulus, control connections and motor responses 

shall be viewed, not as separate and complete entities in 

themselves, but as! divisions of labor, functioning factors, 

within the single concrete whole, now designated the 

reflex arc. 1I12 Jnstead of treating the reflex arc, or 

the stimUlus-response mechanism, as a series of technical 

unrelated sub-actSi, Dewey is seeking the mechanism of the 

coordination of the act as a unitary function. 
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In filling this view out, Dewey denies the possibility 

of experientially making a radical distinction between the 

stimulus and the response. The "response is necessary to 

t 't t t' t' 1 ,,13 cons 1 u e ne s lmu us .•. A response is a mediation 

of a stimulus. Considered from the point of 'view of ex-

perience Dewey is saying that our conduct in the world is 

that of a unified actor and that any explanation of that 

conduct must be ab.le to explain the unity of action. The 

model of an arc is! not appropriate for the explanation of 

the responses of a minded organism. Dewey's model is that 

of Ita circuit, not an arc or broken segment of a circle.,,14 

Dewey is saying that the distinction between stimulus and 

response is a functional or teleological distinction and 

not an existential or ontological distinction. A response 



is an interpretation of a stimulus. Response is a process 

whereby organisms structure or organize experience and 

their behaviour "with reference to reaching or maintaining 

an end."IS 

Mead, following Dewey, criticizes watson on the 

grounds that the mechanistic conception of response to 

stimuli is inadequate to explain the majority of human 

actions. That is, a mechanistic model can offer explana

tions only in a very limited number of situations. For 

example, habitual behaviour or the behaviour of a company 

of soldiers can be explained under this model but the 

conditioning model cannot explain the inception of the 

habit nor the origins of the commands to which the troops 

are mechanically responding. For Mead, responses are 

always adjustive. This is to say that stimuli always 

require interpretation. The total field of sensuous 

stimulation is always much greater than the actual aspect 

of the field to which a response is made. This selective 

element of a respanse changes the nature of the stimulus. 

Responses have to be seen on an interactionist model and 

not on a mechanical model whi.ch has an isomorphic corres

pondence between stimulus and response. The environment is 

affected and changed by the :response just as much as the 

organism is affected by the stimulus 0 

7 
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watson's model is a simple S - R determination. 

Mead I S model is more like this :: S - (r - s) - R. The capital 

Sand R are the same as watson I s from the point of view of 

an observer but for Mead the original S is interpreted (small 

r) and this interpretation changes the nature of the S (hence 

changing the environment for lthe organism). It is the inter-

preted S which leads to action (R). Mead is holding that 

watson's model does not require an actor, i.e., we can 

mechanistically stimulate all possible responses without 

reference to the organism. Mead rejects this completely 

by holding that the interpretation is relative to the needs 

or the interests of the organism being stimulated. To put 

this another way, which will be clarified in greater detail 

later in the paper I for Mead minded organisms have a 

history - indeed, in Mead's extended sense of history, 

minded organisms are their history. watson's conception 

of mind makes history irrelevant. For watson, the con-

ditioning process Qccurred in time but time is essentially 

irrelevant to the conditioning process. For Mead, as we 

shall see, the notion of temporality is crucial to the 

genesis of the self. 

Mead is asking for the conditions within which the 

. f h . d' . d 1 . 16 experlence 0 t e ~n lVl ua arlses. The key mechanism 

allowing for the development of mind and self is language. 
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Language "has -to be studied from the point of view of the 

gestural type of c:onduct within which it existed without 

being as such a de!finite language. And we have to see how 

the communicative function could have arisen out of that 
. 17 

prior sort of conduct. 1I The basic. form of all cornmunica-

tion is gesture. For animals this is their only form of 

communication. Mead's famous example is that of a dog 

fight. In this example one animal recognizes the intention 

or attitude of the other. Each movement of one animal 

serves as a stimulus to which the other animal responds. 

Mead calls this a 'conversation of gestures. I No assurnp-

tion of consciousness or of reflection is necessary for 

such a conversation. Any act.ion which one individual 

performs and which another individual takes to 'be a 

. 1 . . . t 18 stJJnU us requ1r1ng a response 1S ages ure. 

Wha-t is lacking in the conversation of gestures to 

qualify it as a language is t:he objective basis of secure 

or sharable meanings. That is, a gesture by A need not 

communicate anything to B except what B happened to take 

the gesture as signifying. But the significant point 

about gestures is that they are the original and rudimentary 

form of all social acts. They do not require consciousness. 

All they require is the ability to make a response which 

adjusts the behaviour of one animal to the gesture of 

19 another. Objective communication is impossible until 



A's gesture can a~ouse the sc~e response in B as it was 

intended to arouse by A. For Head, it is the vocal gesture 

that makes this possible. 

Mead holds that the unique role of the vocal gesture, 

in the genesis of the self, is that it alone among gestures 

is 'observable' o~ accessible to both parties of the 

'conversation l • We cannot see our hands and shoulders in 

gesturing, we canmot see our facial movements in conver

sation, we cannot observe their interplay in an argument, 

but we can hear ·the inflection of tone, the pitch and the 

timbre of our vocal gestures.. This is not to say that we 

can necessarily hear our voc.al g~stures with the ears of 

the other party b~t vocal gesture is the first form of 

conversation in which the possibility exists for objective 

communication. Im vocal gestures, because A can observe 

the gesture, along with "!3, the possibility exists for the 

establishment of the identity of what is being communicated 

and ~vhat is being received in the communication. 

Vocal gestures are of C01...1rSe signs for things in the 

world, at least they were with respect to origins. In 

10 

later stages of development t.hese signs became symbols, i.e., 

they were no longer tied down to the presence of the things 

being vocalized. v·men the vocal gesture of A serves as a 

stimulus for A as well as a stimulus for Bls response, that 

defines the relation as a significant gesture. It is no 
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longer a: simple gelsture because, if there is to be communi-

cation, the response can no longer be arbitrary. The 

tendency of A to r'espond to his vocal gesture in the same 

way as B will respond or tends to respond presupposes a 

common social (sha.red) mode of behaviour. This common 

element, this element which serves to create an identity 

between the two relsponses (A Us and B I s) is meaning. The 

meaning is independent of the thing itself but is dependent 

on shared common forms of action. 

Meaning is a triadic relationship. Meaning is the 

cement which holds a socia.l act together from the inception 

of the shared activity through the original stimulus and the 

later stages of the act. By act and social act I do not 

mean elaborate or overly complicated sets of behaviour. 

A social act is simply one in which more than one individual 

is implicated and the implication need not require physical 

presence. Thus, the buying of a gift is a social acto as 

is the offering of a chair to another person. Meaning does 

not require consciousness but it does require some objective 

shared characterisltic. Mead calls this common characteristic 4 

attitudes. 
20 Attitudes are the beginnings of acts. They are 

the socially conditioned dispositions which have accompanied 

our learning of a language and the way of life involved in 

that language. That is, attitudes are the behavioural disposi-

tions correlated to meanings. Attitudes are the functional 

. 1 f 'd 21 equJ.va ent 0 J. ea!s. 
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For Mead there are physiological counterparts to 

his psychology. Mead's parallelism is much broader than 

the associationistic model which had dominated psycho-logy 

since Hume. 22 His is designed to account for the dynamic 

forms of experience. Mead sees parallelism as the "attempt 

to find analogues between act:ion and experienced conten-ts. ,,23 

Answering to attitudE!s are pathways of the central 

nervous system. What Mead is doing is to analogize from 

the reflex pathways such as t:he knee-jerk reflex to the vast 

complexity of the central nex'Vous system itself. He holds 

that attitudes or ideas are represented in the central ner

vous system's pathways just as the physiological functions 

are represented. He is attempting to find some physiological 

mechanism which will allow him to reintroduce consciousness 

into psychology without violating his behaviouristic demands. 

I think that Mead felt constrained to do this because of 

the power of the watso_nian influence in psychology. Another, 

and more important reason, goes back to Dewey and his work. 

In order to have a circuit as opposed to an arc there 

must be more than just a spat:ial dimension to the physical 

system itself. It must also have a temporal dimension. I 

am holding that Mead himself was never very clear on his 

parallelism. He was never sure hm.., far he wished to go to 

keep within a rigorous scientific, L e., empirical account 



of behaviour. What he was searching for were functional 

equivalents which conceivably could account for his 

psychology. The notion of ha,bits plays a great role in 

his thought and hence he needs a way of accounting for 

the past within present condu.ct. Mead writes: 

The past that is in our present experience is 
there because of the central nervous system 
in relation to the rest of the organism ••• 
The past must be found in the present world. 
From the standpoint of behavioristic psycho
logy we pick out the central nervous system only 
because it is that which is the immediate 
mechanism through whi.ch our organism operates 
in bringing the past to operate on the present. 
If we vlant to underst:and the way in \-lhich an 
organism responds to a certain situation which 
has a past, we have t:o get into the effects of 
the past actions on t:hat organism which have 
been left in the central nervous system. There 
is no question about that fact. 24 

The main reason for my wishing to emphasize this passage 
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is that it is so uncharacteri.stic of Mead. In other places 

when Mead talks of facts he presents some. Here he does 

not. The whole tone of the passage is more like a man who 

is trying to convince himself: than the reader. But I think 

that all that Mead is unsure of is the exact mechanism for 

this process. 1:.vhat he is convinced of is that the central 

nervous system has a temporal dimension of some sort which 

allows for the inhibition of present conduct. 

consciousness is a response to a problematic situation. 

When habitual behaviour becomes inadequate to deal with a 



present situation, when nevI meanings are being indicated 

in a situation or when a novel experience is encountered 

we then become conscious of the symbols we are using. 

the signs we are indicating a.nd the objects around us. 

Until a present course of act.ion is thwarted we are not 

conscious for Mead. Consciousness is a response which 

allows for an adjustment of behaviour. The inhibition 

of conduct occurs at a point in time after an act has 

14 

been initiated. It is the temporal dimension of the central 

nervous system which allows for the earlier stages of the 

act to be retained as the objects of thought or conscious

ness while we think through possible modes of the con

tinuation of the conduct. Hence consciousness is func

tional for Mead and not sUbst:antive. 25 

The brain has the meehanism for achieving conscious

ness but consciousness itself is a part of the human en

vironment. Our mode of experiencing the environment is 

as much a part of the environment as the actual physical 

objects within the environment. There is no food in 

nature except in so far as there exists an organism which 

can use those objects as food. In the same way there are 

no problematical situations in the environment except 

relative to an organism whicft has interests and needs 

such that the environment becomes problematical. But 



relative to that organism the environment itself is 

problematical. 

15 

Mead sees consciousness as the response to situations 

and as the mechanism for the possibility of the control of 

conduct in a mode unique to man and fundamentally different 

from the -trial and error method of control used by animals. 

Consciousness is not only aware of the actual inhibitory 

elements of the environment but it holds the inhibition 

up to a standard, 1. e., the interest or need which 

initiated the action in the first place. 

The physiological basis for Mead's parallelism is 

the distinction between motor processes and sensory 

processes. Motor processes are non-conscious; sensory 

processes are conscious. The sensory processes select 

courses of action which are given by the alternative 

modes available in the motor processes. For example, we 

lose the keys to our car. We pause and try to think of 

where they can be. We focus our attention on our day. 

We look into the car and see the keys still in the ignition. 

We look to see if the window is cracked a little, if it 

is we look for a long thin object. If it isn't we may 

have to break the window. We look for a heavy object. 

In all of these pr:ocesses there is an interest or a pur

pose held firmly in mind. This interest dictates to our 
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sensory processes a criterion which they then attend to 

on the basis of the possibilities available to them from 

the motor processes. The sensory processes inform us 

that our fingers cannot get through that tiny crack in the 

window. This initiates the process of reflection seeking 

similar classes of experience which correspond to a 

pathway or attitude within the motor processes. 

Consciousness of the situation is mitiated when 

the standard motor processes are no longer adequate in 

their performance. In other 'words, when action can no 

longer be habitual, the response to that situation by a 

minded organism is called conscious. Consciousness is 

a selective mechanism; selection is "sensitizing the organ 

to stimuli. •. 11
26 Consciousness selects contents within 

experience; consciousness makes certain contents acces-

sible to the individual. In so doing, an observer is 

also given access to the contents of consciousness. 

This selective function of consciousness leads 

to Mead1s theory of universals. A particular object is 

called a social object by Mead if two or more individuals 

may implicate that object, i.e., use it identically, 

, h' t 27 W1t 1n an ac • The capacity of more than one individual 

to share identical attitudes toward the same object makes 

that object a social object. Consciousness functions to 

.-'1Irn""~---
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isolate those characteristics of objects which are useful 

in a particular situation. Behaviouristically, conscious

ness has its origin in the s~ne processes which give rise 

to universals. 

Any object or aspect of an object which will satis

fy a need without necessarily corresponding to present 

objects is a universal for Mead. 28 Methodologically it 

is the task of behaviourism to account for conduct from 

the point of view of observed responses. Mead is arguing 

that we are not stimulated by a particular when our responses 

can be called conscious, i.e., when the individual is 

operating in a problematical situation and not in a habitual 

one. Universals are responses just as consciousness is a 

response. But just as the mechanism for consciousness is 

always present so the mechanism for universals is always 

present in the symbols of language. The symbolic nature 

of language and the temporal dimension of the nervous system 

allow abstractions to be entertained and held while a 

process of thinking or selective observation is going on. 

We always think in universals because thought arises in 

the inhibition of conduct. 29 Mead is trying to account 

for universals within his behaviouristic orientation. He 

does this by seeing the stimuli as a particular which 

inhibits conduct and the response to the inhibition as 

the universal. In the inhibition a solution is sought for 

the problem. This search is reflection and involves the 
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active attending to memory and the present field of percep

tion for any kind of a solution to the problem. In my 

example on p. 11, we do not look for the key to the car 

but we look for something which is key-like, something 

which will serve to open the car. We are seeking a par

ticular solution to a particular problem but our response 

involves abstract, general aspects of the situation which 

are \vhat Mead calls universals. Thought also shares the 

characteristic of so much of Mead's thinking, that of 

being adjustive. Thought is a process of adjusting needs 

to s i tua tions . 



II 

MIND, SELF, A1.TD SOCIETY: THE SELF 

As langu~ge is necessary for the emergence of mind, 

so it is necessary for the emergence of a self. Mind 

emerged as the mechanism which allowed an adjustive response 

based on the meaning of social acts. Language functions 

to indicate characters of objects which can be meaningfully 

cormnunicated and acted toward ,,y"ith reference to the field 

of cooperative behaviour. Self, like mind, has a history. 

Neither_c,is: within the individual at birth: liThe self is 

something which has a development; it is not initially 

there, at, birth, but arises in the process of social ex

perience and activity, that is~ develops in the given in

dividual as a result of his relations to' that process as 

a "It/hole and to other individuals wi thin that process. "I 

The focal point for the organization of experience is the 

self. The self and its organization is radically distinct 

from the psychological and physiological processes which 

characterize mind. Our organization of bodily experience 

is struc-tured around a self; but the self is distinct from 

these objective experiences. Objective is being used here 

in the sense of pertaining to an object, in this case the 

body. The self is the only subject which has itself for 

an object. 

19 
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Mind and consciousness are all characterizations 

of the object which I have been calling the individual. 

As aspects of experience which pertain to the individual 

they are subjective modes of experience. Their experience 

is always of something other than themselves. That is, 

consciousness is always consciousness of something toward 

which consciousness is a response. Similarly, mind is 

always a response to a gesture, to a problem, to a sit

uation. As these aspects of the individual are centered 

on the world in sOme way we can characterize their kind 

of experience as discontinuous. These analyses do not 

account for the continuity of experience, memory, or, 

most importantly, the initiat:ion of action. 

The self is what can be both subject and object. 

The self is "entirely distinguishable from an organism 

that is surrounded by things and acts with reference to 

things, including parts of its own body. 112 Mead bases 

this on an observational characterization of consciousness. 

That is, that there are experiences in which we are 'immersed' 

in our activity. Our actions: may be totally focused on our 

behaviour or on the things toward which we are acting. 

There is a consciousness in these actions but there is not 

the consciousness of an involvement of the self with these 

activities. It is the problem of how "can an individual 
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get outside himsel.f (experientially) in such a way as to 

become an object to himself?,,3 In this case, the in-

dividual has gotten completely outside of himself and 

is acting exclusively in the objective sense. 

Through la1nguage and the social process man can 

not only be an object to himself but man can be aware that 

he is being an object. Mead is insisting on this idea of 

objectivity so that he can answer a very old philosophic 

question: "What dOles it mean to be a rational man?" 

Mead's general framework for the answer is given in this 

quote: "For the individual organism is obviously an 

essential and important fact or constituent element of 

the empirical sitUiation in which it actsj and without 

taking objective alCcoun't of itself as such, it cannot 

act intelligently, or rationally.'.4 To be a rational 

man means to be seilf-conscious. Rationality is a 

valuative concept. To be self-conscious is to have a 

I self· • To be rat:ional, man must evaluate himself as a 

part of the field within which he is acting. The core 

of rationality is the ability to offer explanations for 

actions. The kind of explanations offered varies with 

the society. Thisi is true only because the actions 

themselves differ in different societies, i.e., to say 

that behaviour differs is to state conditions for action 
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and thereby conditions for explanation. The point that Mead 

is making is that the goal is the same in all societies, i.e., 

to give rational accounts of behaviour. Explanations are 

modeled along social lines which demand that behaviour 

be explicable. 

Rational behaviour is a characteristic of human 

behaviour because only man has language and thereby symbolic 

behaviour. We explain the behaviour of others as well as 

our own behaviour in terms vlhich are communicable. The 

communication may be intended for another person or 

addressed to ourselves. The explanation is social in 

the same sense as the behaviour to be explained is social. 

Behaviour is social because it is based on goal achievement 

which can only be attained by cooperative adjustive be

haviour. Explanation is social because its mode is that 

of language which is the human mechanism which allows the 

very processes of adjustment, which are what we mean by 

social, to be effected. 

In his behaviour the actor assumes the attitudes 

of others toward himself and acts with reference to him

self as object rather than as: SUbject. The experience of 

the individual gUq individual is possible because he has 

a cornmon standard which allows self reference; i.e., 

language and the world of social objects which are 

selected by our language to be the environment which gives 

alternative modes of action. 
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Once a self has emerged within the individual 

organism it is able to provide a basis for its 0\>JTl social 

experience. This is anolther way of affirming the unity 

of the social act. That is, because the self has arisen 

wi thin and through the social process that self must be 

social. The social process has involved the organization 

of attitudes in such a way aLS to allow the development 

of a structure which is able! to determine the selection 

of certain attitudes or courses of behaviour over others 

without, at the same time, being determined by the causal 

series which are selected to participate in. The causal 

series refers to the discernible perceptual patterns 

which are revealed through memory and observation. Even 

if we grant a stric,t determinism to the events in the 

'VlOrld, Mead is asserting 'that there is hUman freedom 

and this freedom exists in the individual's ability 

to select the point at which he shall ent.er the causal 

processes. The details of this analysis must wait for 

the section on pelrspectives. The point I wish to stress 

here is that only after the self has emerged can it be 

seen as solitary, i. e., that the self can create its own 

social experience,. 

A distinc'tion must be dra\\rr1 between the unity of 

the social act, the unity of mind, and the unity of the 

self. The unity of the social act is the continuity 



of the process of adjustment. itself taken at any level. 

To isolate this kind of continuity is to transcend the 

social process itself and for Mead this is impossible 
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as we would have to step out.side of language to do this. 

outside of a symbolic frarnew'ork we would not only be 

incapable of communicating the experience but we could 

not have or be aware of dist.inctions within our perceptual 

field and hence could not ha.ve an identifiable experience. 

The isolated individual is isolated only in that he can 

indicate his isolation to himself. 5 

The unity of mind is an aspect of the unity of 

the self. The unity of the mind is the consciousness 

of the world insofar as this awareness of the world can 

be related to a potential action. This is a rather 

vague understanding as we CQuld have an experience which 

we did not undersltand and call it a 'WQ~rd I experience; 

this na.'11e would then be sufficient for us to act intelli-

gently or meaningfully. Mind is the mechanism for the 

mediation of behaviour. Mind leads to behaviour based 

on its reception of stimuli, from within or without 

the organism. Mind itself is a response to these stirnu-

lations. This ability to function as mind is dependent 

on i·ts adequacy tlO correlate stimuli and responses. 

Its unity is its function. .As mind is a response it is 



always conscious of the part:icular aspects of the 

organism which it is involving in making its responses 

adequate. As yet there is still no reason or criteria 

for adequacy or for the notion of selection itself. 

It is not enough to say thai: successful functioning is 

the reason why mind selects patterns of behaviour which 

will lead to completion of certain tasks. The reason 

for selection and the criteria of adequacy I i. e. I when 
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to cease that kind of action because the goal is evaluated 

as being attained,a~e given by the self, through self

consciousness. 

To bring the concept:s of gesture, language and self 

together we must examine in detail the genesis of the self. 

The concept of role taking is crucial to the understanding 

of language and the self. Role taking is the formal 

mechanism by which one individual assumes the attitude of 

another individual; role taking allows identical par

ticipation by a number of individuals in the identical 

meaning which, to one individual, may be seen as sub

jective. Role taking begins in the· play of children. 

Children play at something. They observe various 

patterns of action around them. In play they involve 

themselves in these actions and play at these behaviours. 

Children play at being mother or father, policemen, 



store clerks and a host of olther behavioural patterns. 

The child is conscious of his role playing. He has 

organized these behaviours into his consciousness and 

is acting as if he were the other. The child cannot 

consciously express this orga.nization but he can act 

on the basis of this organiza.tion. Not only must the 

child organize the role of the particular individual 

he is playing at being but h~9 must organize the roles 

of the mUltitude of others ~10 are implicated by that 

one role. For example, a mother is a mother because 

of specific actions she performs with reference to 

father, children, pets and the milkman. The child. in 

taking the role of the mother, must not only organize 

the mother's role but must organize all of these other 

roles so that the child can be a successful mother. In 
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play the child is carrying on a "conversation of gestures •.• 116 

The next stage of development is the organized game. 

Here the child is still playing but to play a game he has 

to know rules and specifically which of those rules apply 

to him. He must also know Dhat there are a variety of 

roles which are integrated into this total pattern called 

a game. To play he must now know his relation to all of 

the other roles in the game. This is different from the 

first stage of play where the child had a certain license 
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in the specific roles he assigned p e.g., to father, child, 

or pet. In the game the rol,es are definite and the child 

must accept this determination if he is to play the game. 

The rules delineate a set of conditions which demand that 

the child take the attitude of possible future events 

rather than immediate spontaneous creations of behaviours 

as he was at liberty to create in the case of play. In 

the game, the rules describe possibilities. In baseball, 

for example, the rules tell one how to score runs and how 

to prevent the other team from scoring. The rules dictate 

that the individual in the outfield thrm"l the ball to the 

base ahead of the player on a particular base. The 

individual's role is now relative to the situation and 

limited by the existing conditions. In knowing the rules 

of a game and the variety of roles which make up that game 

the individual has an organi:zation of attitudes and re

sponses; but, this organization does not yet involve a 

self. The organization is a"t a particular level and is 

not a generalized attitude of behaviour. The game is still 

a game and the rules are specific enough to preclude the 

individual's seeing himself as an object. That iss the 

rules are not yet organized into the social process. 

The organization of his role to the rules is 

still seen as given to the individual. The importance of 

the move from play to the gmne is that the notion of the 
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'other' has become introduced to the child. In play the 

child is the role and the others involved in that role 

serve to define the role that~ the child is playing. In 

the game the child learns his role only in relation 

to other roles which the child only has to play implicitly. 

It is lithe organized communit~y or social group which gives 

to the individual his unity of self (and this) may be 

called 'the generalized other. ,,,7 This is the attitude of 

the community; it develops from the game in that the en

,tire sets of individuals involved in the game and the rules 

form the 'generalized other I of that game. vv.~en the in

dividual begins to consciousl.y work out strategic problems, 

to ask himself 'what would I do if I were in such and such 

a position,' and when he begins to organize his action in 

the game on the basis of what: he thinks the others in -the 

game are expecting him to do, on a conscious level, then 

the self is beginning to forItll. The team spirit is the 

spirit of the generalized other. 

In the individualis act of referring his attitudes 

to a general social attitude which he sees at work in the 

group the self is being exhibited. The reference has 

meaning because this identification of attitudes with those 

of the group is based on the individual's understanding and 

knowledge that they are his a.ttitudes, i. e., they belong to 



himself as an object with which he can identify the 

attitudes. In play the child is only conscious of his 

role i in the game all of the roles are external to "the 

individual. 

Play and the game also in"troduce the notion of 

purpose. Play is an activity for its O\Am sake. The 

game introduces a goal. One plays a game to win. If 

one is playing defense he defends in order to win. The 

game not only introduces the notion of 'ultimate' goals 

(winning) but the notion of subsidiary goals or means 

(defending). At the level of the entire social group, 

the goals are set out by the generalized other. The 
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validity of these social goals is proportional to the 

attitudes of the individuals who make up that society. 

The notion of private propert:y has no force in a society 

dependent on thievery for its existence. Just as in a 

fragmented society you have different kinds of socializa

tion, so the divergence of goals is a function of the 

cohesion of the various groups within a society. 

On any level it is the set of conunon responses 

of the participating individuals which gives the meaning 

to the social goals and values. To participate in social 

values the child must move a'i.lTay from the kind of locus 

of experience which he had in play and the game. In both 



of these the possiblity of centering the experience within 

the individual existed. The game is something which is 

done at a certain time and with certain people. There 
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is still no continuity within the child between the example 

of the game and the larger social process which is embodied 

within the game. A game "li~as entirely inside ... the 

child's own experience .•• 118 Social participation is 

dependent on the understanding that the meaning of the 

experience has a reference outside of the individual's 

experience. Wit.h(])ut this exi:ernal element the child can 

never turn back on himself as an object, i. e., the child 

can never develop a self. The social experience gen-

erates a continuity of .behaviour~ the continuity is the 

ability to take the attitude of the other and to act on 

the basis of that attitude. 

It "is a structure of attitudes, then, which goes 

to make up a self, as distinct from a group of habits. 11
9 

When the individual stops playi.ng at roles and the roles 

are no longer at a completely conscious level the self 

has developed. The performance of behaviour and hence the 

performance of a role are on the conscious level but the 

individual has a great variety of roles at his disposal. 

The selection of one of these roles is the work of the self. 

Self consciousness is the ability to evoke the organized 
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attitudes of others in ourselves and act on the basis of 

these social roles. The con:sciousness is not the same 

as the consciousness which i:s a response to the mind, nor 

is the selective ability of -the self the same sort of 

selective mechanism as is at-tention. The consciousness 

of mind allows us to find alternative modes of conduct 

within the process of attention. It is an analytical 

or isolating mechanism. This mode of consciousness serves 

to indicate the cCl.uses of a problem; in itself it is not 

capable of finding alternative kinds of conduct. It can 

be compared to a flashlight which serves to highlight 

aspects of our environment and to focus on specific objects. 

The illumination of a problem is not the solution of that 

problem. The continuity of our behaviour, the purposive-

ness of our behaviour, and the initiation of one kind of 

conduct rather than another kind is the work of the self. 

This distinction is recognized terminologically 

by the "I" and the "me." 

The II' l~es behind the range of L~ediate ex
perience. In terms of social conduct this is 
tantamount to saying that we can perceive our 
responses only as they appear as images from 
past experience, merging with the sensuous 
stimulation. He cannot present the response 
while we are responding. We cannot use our 
responses to others as materials for the con
struction of the self - this imagery goes to 
make up other selves. We must socially sti
mulate ourselves to place at our own disposal 
the material out of '~hich our own selves as 
well as those of others must be made. 



The I I I therefol:e never can exist as an 
object in consciousness, but the very conver: 
sational character of our inner experience, 
the very process of replying to one IS mVll 
talk, L~plies an 'II behind the scenes who 
ans\Vers to the gestures, the symbols, that 
arise in consciousnesso •• 

The self-conscious, actual self in social 
intercourse is the objective Ime l or 'mels' 
with the I1>rocess of J:esponse continually going 
on and implying a fictitious III always out of 
sight of mimself. lO 
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Functionally this distinction is between habitual behaviour 

and conscious behaviour. Habitual behaviour is not the 

behaviour of the 1111. II A habit is exhibited in that kind 

of behaviour ~'lhiclil presupposes previous experience but 

does not require reflection to guarantee the ongoingness 

of that behaviour. Consciousness is the human response 

to the disruption of habitual behaviour. This indicates 

the problem but d0es not solve it. The distinc·tion be-

tween III" and IIme ll can be illustrated in terms of Mead IS 

methodological criteria of accessibility. 

The consciousness of an object's being problematical 

and the consciousmess of an object's being an experiential 

item within my field of memoJ:y, for eXaITl.ple, do not have 

the same kind of accessibili1:y about them. That is, the 

problematical object is available to all who share the 

same perceptual apparatus (within limits) and parti-

cipate in the same kinds of action. This is the kind of 

access which allows a formalization of the self. It 



is individual only insofar as it can be corrununicated, 

Le., put into laJnguage. This kind of e}"'Perience forms 

the core of Mead's inter-subjective theory of meaning. 
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The experiential ,object is private but the consciousness 

of this object is! not self-conscious: "A man alone has, 

fortunately or unfortunately, access to his o\ffi toothache, 

but that is not Wlhat we mean by self-consciousness. lIl1 

The procelss of reflection, of breaking acts into 

parts and removing some aspects and adding others to the 

ac·t is the sphere of conduct vlithin which the self arises. 

The self cannot be defined in ·terms of simple accessibility. 

The self has a development, the self is historical. The 

self, if identified with the accessibility of perceptions 

and perceptual objects becomes a-historical and dependent 

on the givenness of objects'INithin the present perceptual 

field. !vlemory would be seen according to the Humeian 

criteria of force and vivacid;:y' The criteria for 

action would be const.ant conjunction of certain ~mpressions 

leading ·to a kind of prediction about the future. Mead 

wants a historical self. Memory and analysis cannot 

belong to the part of the self which initiates action, 

L e., the II I". These aspec·ts of the self belong to the 

observable, behaviouristically accessible self, L e. I the 

lime" • 

Methodologically then, Mead·has an· unknown in his 
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analysis of the origins of the self. His methodological 

considerations of accessibility and his demand that 

experience be reconstructed in the same terms which 

formulated that experience for the actor cannot be met. 

The "I" is not a part of our experience. It is a condi

tion for experien<J:e and yet is never met in any experience. 

At the same time Mead sees the "I" as an indispensable 

aspect of experiemce, though it is never revealed within 

experience. It is important for experience because it 

gives the IIme li an identity which is far more cohesive than 

the kind of identit.y which the Humeian associationist 

model could generate. Mead's move is a subtle one which 

involves a new locus for experience. As the human mind 

selects its environment so the self, as the lilli, must have 

an active hand in the making of the meaning of the experi

ence. 

In the move from the kind of personality which 

participates in a gat'1le to th~= kind of personality which 

we could call social, the difference lay in the placing 

of the experience. The game player had all of his experi

ence inside himself. The performance of the roles of the 

game and even the following of the rules of the game was 

a question of volition. If the individual chose not to 

follo""\,'1 one of the rules and did not mind the particular 
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consequences of the group action he could opt out and no 

sanction could be! imposed on him which could coerce his 

behaviour. The :t:"ecognition of the social personality 

requires a different kind of move. The social ex-

perience lies outside of the individual. It is not 

something which the individual can have without his 

acting on it. The rules of a game are available to all 

through a process: \vhich does not require an identification 

of the self with the rules. The desire to learn the rules 

and thus to play and thereby be accepted by -the group 

involves the initlial stage of the development of the self. 

In order to participate in this social experience the 

individual must alct within the social framework as a part 

of that framework. Social experience does not belong to 

the individual until the individual acts on that kind of 

experience and makes it his. 

To illustrate this in the case of memory, Mead 

states: "If we had no memory which identifies experiences 

with the self, th:en they would certainly disappear so far 

as their relation to the self is concerned, and yet they 

might continue as sensuous or sensible experiences without 

- 12 
being taken up into a self." Experience must be taken 

up into the self. Experience without the action of an 

actor is not -the experience of a self. The self is some 

kind of an act which makes experience a part of the self. 

The "I" makes itself by objectifying itself and evaluating 
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its behaviaur. The terms af behaviaur, the terms af percep~ 

. d h fIt' 13 f h tlan an t e terms a eva ua ,lIOn are part ate pracess 

which allawed the "I" ta arise within experience, L e., the 

sacial experience af language. The "I" cannat cammunicate 

its experience in terms ather 'than thase which made up the 

abjective experience in the first place. Only sacial experi-

ence can be cammunicated. Ta be sacial means that we act 

autside af aurselvtesi ta be a self means -that we internalize 

thase external experiences. The self emerges when the actian 

of the individual is media'ted by the sacial pracess af inter-

preting the behaviour af athers as symbalic, Le., talking 

over their behavialur ta aneself and acting an the basis of 

the meaning af those symbals. 

The involv!ement af the self means the taking af the 

atti tudes af ather'S taward aneself. The child's act af 

referring his action to the generalized ather af 'the game 

has a new kind af meaning aver that af rale playing in the 

game. In the game the meaning carnes fram the identificatian 

af the attitude af the individual with that af the graup as 

an arganiza'tian af respanses. The attitudes af the individual 

in the game must refer ta attitudes external ta the individual. 

i.e., ta thase af the generalized ather. 

This is a pracess af abjectifying aneself ta be in a 

better pasitian ta determine the adequacy af lOne's respanses. 

The respanse is taward the meanings generated by the camman 



37 

social experience of the generalized other through symbolic 

behaviour. The response is rational, i. e. I it is a con

trolled response evaluating the means in a situation accor

ding to the desired end. 

Methodologically Mead is using his criteria of 

control. I have shown why accessibility is not adequate 

to differentiate self experience from conscious experience. 

Our action in the cooperative social situation is successful 

to the extent that social acts can be completed. This re

quires that the respective sUbjectivities involved in the 

social act be delimited in thE:lir range of activities. 

That is, they see themselves as part of the larger process 

of cooperation. The various selves cooperated by adjusting 

not only to the situation at hand but to the other selves 

involved in the social act as well. The social act in its 

entirety is this process of adjustive behaviour towards 

an end. The self is involved in this kind of behaviour 

when one sees that the experience itself is external to 

the individual and that one's relationship to the experience 

is evaluated as the others evaluate it. The self sees him

self as the relationship within the act, as an object which 

is behaving in a cGntrollable manner. The actions are 

identified with the behaving object and the behaving object 

is the self. 
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Heaning is objective for Mead. The meaningfulness 

of a gesture, act or sy-robol for the individual is subjec

tive, but when it is responded to by the individual the 

resulting action is objectively evidenced. Other individuals 

are stLmulated by our response. They can judge if our re

sponse is adequate to the int:ention of the stimulus. 

Language implicates ourselves as kinds of actions in a 

social process. Meaning is only possible through social 

experience. Social experience originates in gestural 

behaviour. The build up of social experience becomes 

meaningful as we develop a self. A self is not necessary 

to begin social experience. 

Mead is showing that language is the basis for 

social action. Attitudes are all tendencies to act in 

a certain way: liThe response to the vocal gesture is 

the doing of a certain thing" and you arouse that same 

tendency in yourself. You aJce always replying to yourself, 

just as other people reply. You assume that in some degree 

there must be identity in 'the reply. It is action on a 

common basis" .14 This is not:. to say that this process is 

always on a conscious level. We internalize the social 

process as we externalize its meaning. Our vocal gestures 

are creating a continual dialogue within ourselves as if 
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we were the other. Our conduct is built up by seeing our

selves as others see us. This is quite different from 

Watson's idea of thinking as the using of words. Mead 

is saying that the words we use are stimuli to responses 

only in so far as they are within a social process. The 

alternative modes of behaviour are not the result of various 

kinds of conditioning but an: made available through the 

varieties of social experience. 

In distinguishing betwee"n "the"" I" and the "me" Mead 

is asking "for the significance of this distinction from 

the point of vie\.¥ of conduc"t itself" .15 The lime" is the 

perceptually available social behaviour of the self. As 

it is ahlays in the perceptual field it is ahvays in the 

past. The "I" is never given in the behaviour, it is 

wha"t initiates the behaviour. The "me ll a"s the structure 

or organization of tendencies to act is a given, is an 

object, and as su~h it is not only passive but it is not 

responsible for any of its actions. The "me" cannot be 

responsible because the II me u itself is only a response. The 

lime" is the structural conditions which allow habitual response. 

The "me" is the behaviouristic, conditioned, associationis-

tic aspect of the self. Human action requires an "I". The 

"I" is allowable in Mead's behaviourism because it is physio-
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logically accounted for by the temporal dimension of the 

human nervous system. What happens when action is in

hibited is that a solution is sought which could not be 

given by the habitual associations which are normally 

sufficient to accc:mnt for behaviour. The solution is 

always a novel solution and novelty can only be accounted 

for by the introduction of the action of the II Iii . 

We have gone as far as we are able within the bound

aries of social psychology. MSS has laid the foundations 

for the further aIilalysis of the self and the acti but, the 

further analysis must be at a different level. The unity 

of the act is exhibited in the adjustive processes charac

terized as social but it cannot be explained simply as the 

functional unity which guarantees the continuity of these 

processes. The methodological criterion and the conceptual 

framework of social psychology are not adequate to serve as 

solid foundations for the experL~ental analysis of the field. 

Specifically, the act is not accessible as a functional 

unitYi it requires further analysis to give it a form 

which can be treated analytically. The notion of the 

temporal dimension of the nervous system and its intimate 

relationship to the self as both III" and IIme ll needs to be 

clarified. At a TIi\ore basic level the exact understanding of 

a linguistic symbol and a symbolic gesture as containing a 

meaning needs elucidation. These problems were present in 

Mead's mind and in his attempts to solve them he generated 
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a conceptual scheme which has ramifications far beyond the 

specific problems which led him to their formulation. 



III 

tHE PHILOSOPHY OF THE ACT 

The first two chapters have provided all. account 

of Head's social psychology. It is part of my contention 

that the rest of mead's intellectual life Vias modeled on 

his social psychology. We ',,/ill see how, for example, the 

'social' as a social-psychological concept is carried over 

in his general philosophy of -the act and into his later 

theory of temporality. The unit of analysis in !-'ISS was 

the individual as a social being. In Mead's general 

philosophy this unit of analysis takes on a greater depth 

and becomes the experience of the individual. A more 

intensive analysis of the self will be undertaken in the 

final chapter. 

Mead considers the 'act' to be the ultimate unit 

of analysis. The act "stretches beyond the stimulus to 

I the response." Mead sees the act as a functional unity 

which can be logically analY2:ed into three stages: per-

ception, manipulation and consummation. 

perception is both a process and a relation. In 

perception there are a myriad of activities within the 

organism. It is a "relation between a highly developed 

physiological organism and an object, or an environment 

in which selection emphasizes: certain elements ... 2 The 

42 
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selection within the envirop.men-t is a function of the physio-

logical, biological and physical make up of the organism, as 

well as the particu~ar activities in which it is engaged at 

the time of perception. For exaillple, man selects or is 

sensitized to a certain range of light waves: a certain 

frequency of etherial vibrations and a certain class of 

orafactory phenomena. Other o:J:'ganisms have other kinds 

of sensitivities and hence makl:: other kinds of selections 

within their envirohment. 

The social nature of man makes perception a social 

activity. The objects of perception have a dual quality. 

They are partially a product of the world independently of 

the perceiving organism and partially a product of the 

perceiving organism. Thus the I same' object is perceived 

differently by differen-t kinds of organisms and by different 

members of the same species. 

The difference in perception between man and the ani-

mals is that the perceptual object, for man, is always prob-

lematical. That is, man can indicate to himself the prob-

lematical na-ture of the percept_ual obj ect by posing questions 

to himself. "Does the object have the characteristics that 

I perceive?" "Is the object actually as it appears?" Ob-

'd d' 3 jects are always perce1ve at a 1stance. Some response is 

necessary to complete the act. Perception leads to the next 

stage of the act. 
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Manipulation can be either negative or positive. 

Negative manipulat:.ion Vlould be to avoid contact experi

ence .... ,ith the objE'act if it is perceived to be, for 

ex~~ple, an enemy. positive manipulation invites con-

tact. It is ·through manipulation that the perceptual 

object is tested and the problematic instigated in per

ception becomes resolved. 4 

The act is completed in the consummatory stage. 

This is the stage of value experience. "Within the field 

of consummation all the adjectives of value obtain imme-

diately. There objects are possessed, are good, bad, and 

indifferent, beautiful or ugly, and lovely or noxious."S 

Perception is always initially of universals. 

We are sensitized according to our past experiences and 

our future expectations. When our habitual behaviour 

leads to unsuccessful conduct. the process of reflection 

begins. In reflection the act becomes inhibited. In 

inhibition perception attends to particulars rather than 

to universals. 6 The individuality of the object becomes 

the subject of attention. 

During thel inhibition of the act the particular 

characteristics of the object which are unique with 

reference to past experience or habits are isolated. 

It is these novel charac·teristics which have made the 

habitual response to the perceptual object inadequate. 

- ~'·~I·' 
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The ;individual selects out of the object as 
it exists what answers to the nature of the in
dividual in his present attitude - a selection 
which ansilvers both to his innnediate sensitivities 
and to his experience. The material which failed 
to callout the appropriate response and that 
which was found in the object as that which would 
have answered to the response which has been in
inhibited - these remain and, with th7 appearance 
of a self, are referred to that self. 

The self is a response to the inhibition of action. The 

function of the self in this situation is to hold the 

isolated novel characteristics of the problematic object. 

This is the empirical self, t::he 'me I. It holds those novel 

characteristics until it can re-orient itself and its 

experience toward that objecl:1 or, in Mead I s terminology, 

until it can reconstruct the object. 

There are t~70 separai:e kinds of questions we can 

ask about the pro~ess of inhibition. The first set 

concerns the actual process of the inhibition, analysis 

of the object and its eventual reconstruction and integra-

tion into experience and action. The second set concerns 

the process of the initiation of the perception in the 

first place, the particular kinds of sensitivities which 

the organism is under at the time, the impulses or needs 

which are seeking expression or satisfac·tion and why the 

solution for the problem must be found within the framework 

of the problematic and not within a host of alternative 

approaches such a$ rejection of the situation. My concern 

in this chapter will be with the first set of questions. 
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That is the province of the empirical self or the Ime l
• 

The second set of ques·tions will wait until my discussion 

of the III. 

As yet I nave not clarified exactly why the act is 

a strictly human fonu of behaviour. In HSS Ivlead drew 

the distinction between a gesture and a significant gesture. 

Gestures are fonus of communication used by all organisms. 

Significant gestures arise through language and social 

interaction. It is the symbolic nature of language which 

allows gestures tQ become significant gestures. The main 

feature of these gestures is that they arouse the same 

a·ttitude in the speaker as they do in the receiver. The 

key concept which is being used by Mead is the notion of 

responsiveness. 1he gesture is significant because any 

individual with similar language and similar socialization 

can respond to that gesture in the same way as any other 

individual. 

To take tliis analysis: into PA involves seeing Mead's 

·theory of objects being extended to include the social ob-

ject. Objects are only percE!ived in their individuality 

after the act has become inhibited. Mead calls an object 

which is attended to in its individuality a physical object. 

All physical objects are social objects: a social object is 

any object which responds. 8 In order to be selected as a 

... 
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physical object, Le. I an obj1ect which has the capacity 

to be acted toward must be social because the basic modes 

of action are themselves conditioned in the very process 

by which we come to correlate action with perception. 

For Mead it is not just the idea that our environment is a 

transaction beh-leeh our sensitivities and the giveness of 

the world rather it is the way in which the experience of 

the individual makes the world accessible - accessible to 

a scientific observer or accessible to the individual as 

the centre of the experience. 

The inhibition of conduct invokes consciousness. 

"Life becomes conscious at those points at which the 

organism's own responses enter as part of the objective 

field to which it reacts • .,9 In inhibition the particular 

characteristics of the perceptual or social objects are 

tested against the backlog of previous experience. To 

put this a different way: the responses of the individual 

are being held up against the responses of the object. 

What is in question is the responsiveness of the object. 

Consciousness selects those aspects of the object which 

are not responsive in the satisfactory way and builds 

alternative modes of response for them. Consciousness 

reconstructs the object so that conduct may proceed. 
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The mode of behaviour for consciousness is empirical and 

hence its reconstrmctions are based on empirical concepts 

of continuity. It is consciousness which introduces or pre-

serves causal necessity in its mode of reconstruction: "our 

ground for selecting some alternative is to be found in 

what our overt behaviour accepts as real. lIlO 

The reality of our world is built up through our 

culture, society and language. Its main reference is to 

the generalized ot1t.ter. This has differed in history and 

will change in the future. We now offer and attempt to 

find explanations through a causal order. Not too long 

ago reality was a function of gods and demons. It must 

be stressed that fGr Mead, the Istuffl of nature is 

neutral. Nature is evolving but these are through natural 

processes which are independent of a teleological or a 

value claim. Conduct within this world is a function of 

that world including our sensitivities. liThe world that 

is there does not arise from knowledge; instead, knowledge 

arises from it. The world that is there does not arise 

within consciousness; instead, consciousness is a response to 

it. The world that is there does not arise within experience; 

experience takes place within it. The ""arId that is there 

does not arise at all: it is there." ll 
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It is through this I giveness! of the vlOrld that 

Mead is able to establish his methodological requirement 

of accessibility. The sensit:ivities of organisms do not 

answer to a subje~tive state which is forever closed off 

from objec·tive analysis. The process of selection anffi.V'ers 

to "an environment:., which is existent in nature, though 

dependent upon its relationship to the specific individual 

for its existence as an environment. 1I12 consciousness 

creates responses in objects by relating the object to 

the sensitivities of the organism. Those ways of acting 

toward the object, which are possible after the recon

struction of the object, have arisen through the organisms 

adjustments and the change in the environment effected by 

those adjustments. To use a crude example, the kind of 

thinking done after Columbus' voyage made the world into 

a different place.from what it was before. This is not 

just in the thinking itself ~mich was obviously expanded 

but in the very object being thought about, i.e., the 

world. The world was different after Columbus and hence 

mind had a new object to think about. 

Selection of an enviJ::onment is based within the 

physiologic-psychologic structure of sentient organisms. 

Mead is following the general naturalistic-pragmatic 
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orienta-tion with an uncritical acceptance of the given 

reality of nature. Different responses to the natural 

order are strictly a function of the responding organisms. 

Nature exists and we cannot characterize it beyond our 

human responses to it. Nature is real, i. e., offers modes 

of satisfaction of needs, interests and wants, insofar as 

it can be acted upon. Nature has reality only insofar as 

an organism accepts nature as offering viable alternative 

modes of behaviour. We shall come to see later in the 

paper ho"" this general denial of an ontological commitment 

leads Mead into his epistemological failure~ 

Now we need to go int:o greater detail as to 

the exact mechanisms which allow our subjective experi

ence to become objlective and which make objects social. 

In MSS we saw how role playing allowed our experience 

to take on new qualities from the stage of play -to the 

game to the generalized other. In PA we are now ready 

to see another quality of experience emerge through the 

adjustive mechanism of role playing. In perception we 

take the role of the distant object: "we endow it with 

the reality of effective occupation of space which belongs 

to ourselves, thus giving the object an inside content 

which no surfaces revealed to the eye or the hand can give, 

and this placing of ourselves within other objects enables 



us to perceive other -things, and notably ourselves from 

the standpoint of the thing within which we have placed 

13 
ourselves." This is not to deny any 'insides' to the 

object as an item 'iflithin nature rather it is to relate 

the object to the experience of the individual. The 

individual both projects imagined states of resistance 

to the object as well as having contact with the object 
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in the manipulatory stage of lthe act. The distant object 

has an inside "which exerts a pressure upon the experiencer 

to the extent that he reacts to the object by responding 

to himself as object. 1114 

It is throlllgh this theory that Mead establishes 

the continuity of behaviour within nature. If the 

resistance of obj ee·ts is a function of the effort 

exerted to complete the act then objects must be responding 

in exactly the same adjustive manner as the exertion of 

the effort. This theory also allows Mead to show that 

habits are only organizational structures which are a 

function of their origin. That is to say, we could never 

reconstruct objects if we could not separate stimuli from 

responses or habits. Thus we act toward objects by giving 

them the kinds of insides which we can control or at least 

. f 11' t' t . 15 satlS actora y lnaorpora e In 0 our experlence. 

In the perception of t.he distant object we take 

the role of that object and act toward it from the per-
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spective of the distant object. We control our action 

not as subject to object but as object to object. In 

role taking the self becomes objectified as acting to'rlard 

an environment which is the individual acting toward 

himself as a part of that environment. When the indivi-

dual is able to see himself as an object within the field 

of behaviour "the self as an object becomes a part of the 

acting individual~ 1. e. I the individual has attained what 

is called self-consciousness - a self-consciousness that 

accompanies his c~nduct, or may accompany a portion of 

16 
his conduc·t. II 



IV 

THE NEED FOR A THEORY OF TEl'-1PORALITY 

The essays collected in PA were written over a ten 

to fifteen year period and they are not presented in chrono

logical order. The actual dates of many of the essays are 

unknown. In order to present Mead's work as a continuity, 

I will use this chapter to develop various aspects of Mead's 

thought which I see as forcing him to move beyond a strictly 

scientific approach. In order to unify these diverse aspects 

Mead was led to develop a speculative principle. He came to 

realize that his theories of -the past, perspectives and 

sociality were being used by lhim in a functional yet com

partmentalized sense. Separately they did not do justice to 

the fundamental unity of our experience. This led him to 

develop his theory of temporality which he sees as the glue 

which binds the other diverse elements of his thought 

together into a unified theory of the self. 

The PA is being interpreted as an outgrowth of 

Mead's social psychology. MeadOs main attempt is to ground 

his view of man in an adequate theory of knowlege. A 

theory of knowledge which will allow him to maintain his 

distinction between 'consciousness' and 'consciousness of ••• ' 

while maintaining the view of mind as functional and not 

substantive. In doing so Mead dispenses with ontology as 

being a problem. Nature and lenvironments are simply there. 

53 
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They have no ontological status independently of the epis-

temological relati~nship with organisms. It might not be 

inaccurate to say that for Mead the epistemological process 

determines or covers the ontological. There is no reality 

apart from the reality of sent:ient creatures. Objects 

exist apart from organisms but: it is impossible to say 

anything about them except in so far as they are acted 

upon by organisms. 

I shall begin with a discussion of Mead's theory 

of the past and present and move through that to his theory 

of emergence. 1 For Mead "reality exists in a present." 

The present is the ultimate unit of existence. It is an 

act and its temporal spread is a function of the activities 

going on within the events which constitute that act. The 

present thus has dUration or i:emporal extension. It is a 

focal point for the past or the perspective·from which the 

past is oriented t~ward conduct. In order to more fully 

characterize the present we should take a brief look at 

Mead i s view of history: "All history is the interpretation 

f th t .. 2 o e presen ... History is fundamentally a social 

experience. As the individual tries to capture his child-

hood experiences S0 the historian tries to systematize the 

accumula-ted experience of his race. The problems of either 

of these attempts are analogous: "When one recalls his 



55 

boyhood days he cannot ge"t into them as he then was, 

without their relq.tionship to wha"t he has become; and 

if he could, that is if he could reproduce the experience 

as it then took pJiace, he could not use it, for this would 

involve his not being in the present within which that use 

3 must take place. II 

History is not a given for Meado It is an artifact. 

History depends on a kind of awareness; it "does not exist 

except in so far as the individuals of the present in some 

sense PU"t themselves back into the past ••. such a reconstruc-

tion of the past is possible only when we have, so to speak, 

reached some point: that we can become aware of ourselves".4 

Just as self-reflelction is necessary to objectify subjective 

experience so self-awareness is necessary for history. Each 

of these concepts, self-reflection and history, is a product 

of a certain kind of responsive structure. As a product 

they are either uSieful or not useful. Their utility stands 

in relation to the' creature using them. Use is from the 

present. When we use the past we are selecting and reorgani

ing the 'real' paslt in accordance with present needs and 

desires. That past which is so reconstructed has meaning in 

so far as it can accomplish our tasks. There is no other 

value for that past. 
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To relate this conceptually to Mead's cosmology we 

must again emphasize the social nature of hmnan experience. 

Just as the social process of adjustment became related to 

the 'act' in the analysis of the experience of the individual, 

so the perspective from which the process of adjustment is 

initiated, the present, becomes a unit of analysis. The 

attempt is still to come to g"rips with understanding the 

experience of the actor from his point of view, but now, 

in order to do th.1s, Mead see~s that it can best be accomp

lished if the same principles which have created that kind 

of eA~erience, i.e. social experience, can be found operating 

in "the universe at large. 

The ultimate unit of analysis is the act. But Mead /' 

concentrates on the contents of the act rather than the 

existential structure of the act. In order to fully qualify 

the contents of experience Mead must give some consideration 

to the ontological basis for experience but he does not. 

Further, there is a distinction between the conditions 

necessary for knowledge and the knowing process itself. 

Mead centres his analysis on the conditions of knowledge 

and never fills in the knowledge as experienced. In one 

respect this uncritical ontology is his major failure. In 

the context of his actual program however I see his epis

temological failure as his major weakness. The uncritical 

ontology is a major weakness of all pragmatists, and Mead 



57 

. 
has inherited this blind spot. In the context of his attempt 

to get at the experience of t:he individual as the centre of 

experience he needs to explain or at least to describe 

the way in which the conditions for knowledge are ex-

perienced so that knowledge itself becomes a problem. 

!-1ead holdS that human conduct differs from animal 

conduct in that the only mode of action is trial and error. 

That is, animals have no mechanisms by which conduct can 

be physically inhilbited. Also animals have needs but do 

they have in"terests or goals apart from the satisfaction 

of needs? Mead is never clea.r about this problem but 

he is clear that they have no mechanisms by which interests 

or goals could control behaviour. This then is the kind 

of epistemological analysis which I see as necessary for 

Mead to offer. Thiat is an epistemology which goes beyond 

the conditions for' knowledge to the actual content of the 

knowledge process. Mead must answer the question: Why 

is the satisfaction of an interest or a goal which is beyond 

a need a reason fo~ action? 

To continue my previous discussion, I will consider 

more fully Mead's :theory of the past. The past exists as 

a set of conditions. These conditions have emerged within 

experience. The response of mind to nature creates an 

environment. Within this interaction mind develops an 

organized structure of habitual response to i"ts environment. 
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Nature is then also structured as the conditions for 

adequate response. The past exis·ts as irrevocable events 

which conditioned and determined the present state of the 

organism. The movement from the past to the present is 

"the conditioning of what is taking place by what has 

5 
taken place ll

• Just as nature is a 'given' in the ex-

perience of the individual so this process of passing 

from a past to a present is a 'given' element of experi-

ence. The past is in the pre:sent. The past has reality 

only as present contents or representations in memory 

, 6 
llUages. 

This is a cumulative process by which the condi-

tions and response of the past emerge in ·the present as 

novel responses. .Mead writes: 

The past :i.;s there conditioning the present 
and its passage into the future, but in the 
organizatj]on of the t.endencies embodied in 
one indiv1dual there may be an emergent which 
belongs only to the situation of that indivi
dual. The tendencies coming from past passage, 
and from the conditioning that is inherent in 
passage, become diffe:ren·t influences when they 
have taken on this organized structure of ten
dencies. 7 

The presen·t includes its past.. The past which is the actual 

set of conditions which were necessary for the emergent 

present remains necessarily hypothetical. The past can only 
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be known by the uSe of the materials available in the 

present. The major portion of that present is made out 

of the very past under ques·tion. The present is a changed 

past and "any change in the organism carries with it a 

difference of sensitivity and response and a corresponding 

difference in theenvironment".8 By becoming a present 

the past has changed. The conditions which make up the 

present a~so create new powers of selection corresponding 

to an enlarged fie!ld of experience. Experience is present 

events: "the past is such a construction that the reference 

that is found in ii·t is not ·to events having a reality 

independent of the. present which is the seat of reality, 

but rather to such an interpretation of the present in 

its conditioning passage as will enable intelligent con-

9 duct to proceed." 

The past has only the reality of the experience of 

the individual. This is made clear in the first chapter of 

PP. Here Mead argues that the past in its entirety is 

unknowable because "no item in the accepted past is final. IIIO 

The past is a continuously reconstructed object. The 

novelty brought about by the shift in relations within the 

present presents objects for which we have no adequate 

response. The novel "is already there in the present and 

introduced breaks into the continuity which we must repair 
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to attain an approach to certainty in the future. The 

emergent future has therefore a hypo"thetical character. 1111 

The seat of categorical certainty is the present. The 

present forms the focal point for the retrospection of 

a past in the attempt to discover an adequate response 

to the emergent ndvelty as well as the projection of 

possible states in the future which will allow conduct 

to continue. The past is reconstructed to find a 

solution to future expectations. In this process contingency 

is introduced into nature, IIfor it makes the future an ac-

. . h h .. .. 12 tlve agency In t e appenlngs In nature • A more thorough 

analysis of this aJgency of the future must wait for my dis-

cussion of role-talking. The point here is that as an object 

the past is part olf the environment of the individual only 

to the extent that it is used by the individual. Any object 

is real for an individual to the extent that the individual 

can take the role of that object. Thus not only does the 

past require a theiory of temporality for the obvious epis-

temological reasons, but it also requires a theory of 

temporality for the more subtle and systematic reason, 

within Mead's thought, that the social nature of the indivi-

dual is implemented within the "objective ll temporal order 

of nature. Object:ive in this sense only means Ican be 

indicated to other individuals. i That is I do no"t mean to 
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see Mead asserting that there are objec"tive temporal orders 

in nature. I see Mead holding only that temporal orders 

can be selected and participated in by a number of different 

individuals. One of the main uses of relativity theory 

for Mead is precisely to deny the possibility of objective, 

i. e., spatialized, temporal orders. The individual not 

only mediates bet,..yeen envirorm1ent and nature but also 

between self and environment and self and self, i.e., 

lime" and "I". 

Thus far! have examined Mead's understanding of 

emergence and the past. To continue my argument I v,Till 

examine his theori,es of perspectives and selection and 

indicate how these theories a.lso created the demand for 

a theory of temporality. Selection is the cornerstone of 

the role-taking pnocess. To make this work, Mead used 

rela.tivity theory to reconceptualize the Newtonian under-

standing of sL'l1lultaneity. For Mead it is "the taking the 

role of the distant obj ect G'hich] is responsible for 

simultaneity. It is simultaneous because there is in the 

hypothetical distant experience the same resistance which 

, . h . 1 11 13 
~s ln t e manlpu ary area. Thus Mead sees the distant 

perceptual object not in spat.ial terms but in temporal terms. 

It is lithe act of self-reflection [tha-Q separates the I I a 

and 'me' as parts of the self G-I}'hich) means tha"t a time 



facb')r is ':he k!"yto that relationship, since the act 

of self-reflection is one in which a past content is 

considered in a present. 1114 Its separation from the 

organism is in terms of the activities of the organism 

which are striving to satisfy the organism. 

other aspects of relativity add weight to the 
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importance of selection. Through relativity theory Head 

sees nature as a structured ordered whole. The characters 

and relations which can be established within nature are 

a function of the organism. Relativity, however, is more 

inclusive than that for Mead. It also showed him that the 

normal perceptual faculties of organisms have a selective 

function. Not only charac"ters and relations, but also 

"times and spaces, or families of duractions",15 are 
I 

selected. 

The process of experience is one of selection and 

organization with the goal of continuing conduct. Within 

this selective process perspectives are created which allow 

~he various elements a co~mon point of reference: 

"perspectives are ctonstituted out of the past and the 

future as they are located in the presen"t: this means 

that possibility in nature derives from the relativity of 

t
' ,,16 
lItle. It is also through the relativity of time that 

we are led to recog-nize "that there are an indefinite 
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number of temporal orders of the s~~e events, that make it 

possible to conceive of the same body of events as organized 

into an indefinite number of different perspectives. 1117 

Through relativity and villitehead, Mead found that 

for every event there are an infinite number of possible 

alternative reconstructions. These perspectives are objective 

because through ~ole-taking they can be indicated as 

possible courses of action to other minded organisms. The 

theory of perspec!tives then stands in an intimate relation 

to Mead's understanding of the creative or emergent mind. 

l-1ead is holding "that the constitutive or organizing prin-

ciple in nature is the creative mind. Nature is seen to 

be in relationship with the organism and this relation

ship detennines a group of perspectives 'Nhich are in 

nature. 11
18 

Any selection within nature stratifies those selected 

elements into a perspective. This perspec"tive is objective 

in that it can be indicated to other minds. When the act 

becomes inhibited it is the objectivity of the distant 

object which is being questioned. In temporal terms it is 

the anticipated future conduct which is no longer secure. 

The subjective experience of the individual centers at this 



64 

point when an attitude of thE:: individual becomes substituted 

for an objective characterist.ic of the object. 19 This is 

to say that ·the individual reconstructs the object on the 

basis of a hypothetical future. 

Now we cam make an addendum to our earlier discussion 

of the 1 givenness 6 of nature:: "what is given as an event in 

human experience, what ~ given, and what will be given, are 

constituted in and through the perspective chosen by the 

organism. ,,20 This is not to deny the independence of 

nature, but it is to indicate that human experience is a 

social affair i for the diffe:eence between man and the 

animals is his social mechanism of language vvhich allows the 

inhibition of acts to issue i.n successful conduct. The 

givenness of human experience: is a function, then, not 

only of the indepsndent reality of nature but also of the 

specific responsii.7ie mechanisms of man which allow him to 

create a strictly .human social world out of nature. It is 

the acting organism, then, which lIintroduces into the 

perspective genuine points of reference, which are the 

ground for the log':ical determination of both the physical 

object and the sel:f.,,2l 

Perspectives lead us to Mead1s understanding of 

the specious preseht and through this to temporality. 

In Jamesian psychoilogy the sp l9cious present, in his 

psychological sense, can be said to define a standpoint 



or to give the organism a fr~ne of reference. Mead's 

specious present differs from that of James, hence his 

understanding of perspectives also differs. For Mead, 

perspectives are objective and exist within nature. 

This stratifies and selects aspects out of nature which 

become obj ectified" i. e., serve as the basis for action 

for the organism. 
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In Mead's social psychology we savv the importance 

of his theory of role-playing. It served as the mechanism 

for the genesis of the self and for meaningful social 

relations. The theory of role-taking presupposes a 

theory of perspect~ves. Only insofar as there are objective 

. alternative modes of behaviour can role-taking be possible. 

Indeed, only becaupe there is an objective perspective of 

a group is social behaviour possible. 

Mead, as we saw, conceived the central problem of 

role-taking and perspectives as an anlysis of simultaneity. 

Through his theory of the specious present distant experience 

is held vlithin the present. 'rhe pas·t is a perspective as 

well as the future. Both the past and the future are 

present within the action of the organism. The possibility 

of selec·ting different courses of action, i. e., alternative 

pasts and alternative futures, exists only because of the 

relativity of time. 
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To tie tJnis do'Wl1, then, Mead needs to develop a 

theory of temporality, i. e." a .theory of lived time, 

which is consistent with his theory of 'natural' time. 

lmen talking of lived time Head uses James' term "the 

specious present". Mead is not using it in the psycho-

logical sense, however. Mead's specious present is 

concerned with ·the act, specifically with the temporal 

structures of the experiences going on within acts. 

The crux of the specious prE~sent is the structure of 

temporality in relation to the process of reflection. 

Hence the specious present i.s more concerned with inhibited 

ac·ts rather than with habit1.~.al completed acts. The specious 

present is a continuous present. It is not made up of 

'moments', but rather is constituted out of events. 

The specious present includes both the past and the 

future. The int~rval between these times involves 'passage', 

b h · . b t J. b d . 22 ut t lS passage lS e ween presen~ oun arles. The 

past is present within the specious present as memory images 

of events and obj!ects as well as the particular objects 

which have caused the act to become inhibited. The future 

is present as the interests or needs which are seeking 

expression through those particular acts. The events going 

on are constituti.ve. of time. The locus of these events 
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is the present: lithe actual passage of reality is in the 

passage of one present into another, where alone is reality, 

and a present which has merged in another is not a past. 11
23 

The specilous present is made up of two parts, one 

objecti Va and the' other subjective. The objective part 

refers to the event which is taking place in nature. It 

is what is indicaited in the experience. To use Mead IS 

example 6 when vie ilook a·t a bird in flight we indicate to 

ourselves the proiCess as a completed act or we summarize 

the entire procesis. Subjectively we are piecing together 

a series of discr!€?te impressions to form a continuous process. 

The subjective refers to the actual lived experience of the 

individual. On Mead's. own terms it is the elucidation of 

the temporal structure of the subjective aspect of the 

specious present to which he should have turned his attention. 

Mead turned hi.s attention else\vhere, however, and this must 

be seen as one of the major failures of his work. As a 

summation of a great deal of the material in this chapter 

I offer this ·quote from Head: 

What I ami suggesting is that this process, in 
which a plerspective ceases to be objective, be
comes if you like subjective, and in which new 
common mipds and new common perspectives arise, 
is an ins!tance of thle organization of perspec
tives in nature, of ·the creative advance of 
nature. '['his amounts to the affirmation that 
mind as it: appears in. the mechanism of social 
conduct is the organization of perspectives in 
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nature and at least a phase of the creative advance 
of nature ,. Nature in its relationship to the or
ganism, ahd includin9 the organism, is a per-
spective that is there. A state of mind of the 
organism is the establishment of simultaneity 
between the organism and a group of events, 
through the arrest of action under inhibition. 
This arrest of action means the tendencies within 
the organti..sm to act in conflicting ways in the 
comple'tiop of the whole act. The attitude of the 
organism calls out or tends to call our responses 
in other organisms wJ~ich responses, in the case 
of human gesture 6 the organism calls out in it
self, and'thus excib:=s itself to respond ,to 
these responses. It is the identification of 
these responses with the distant stimuli that 
establish~s simultaneity, that gives insides to 
distant stimuli, and a self to the organism. 
without sv.ch an establisThllent of simul tanei ty, 
these stimuli are spatio-temporally distant 
from the Qrganism, and their reality lies in 
the future of passage. The establishment of 
simultane~ty wrenches this future reality into 
a possible present, for all our presents beyond 
the manipmlatory area are only possibilities, 
as respects their perceptual reality. We are 
acting toward the fu'l:ure realization of the act, 
as if it were present because th~ organism is 
taking the role of the other. In the perceptual 
inanimate object the organic content that survives 
is the reSUsiJalce thai: the organism both feels and 
exerts in 'the manipulatory area. The actual spatio
temporal $tructure of passing events with those 
charac'ter$ which anS"itler to susceptibilities of the 
organism Citre there in nature, but they are tem
porally as well as spatially away from the organism. 
The reality awaits upon the success of the act. 
Present r$ality is a possibility. It is what would 
be if we Were there instead 'of here. Through the 
social me¢hanism of significant symbols the organ
ism place$ itself there as a possibility, which 
acquires increasing probability as it fits to the 
spatio-tennporal structure and the demands of the 
whole complex act of which its conduct is a part. 
But the p6ssibility is there in nature, for it is 
made up of actual st:!::'uc'tures of events and their 



contents, and -the possible realizations of the 
acts in th,e form of adjustmen-ts and readjust
men-ts of the processes involved. "lmen we view 
them as possibilities: we call them mental or 
working h~otheses.24 

We can also see in this Mead's uncritical acceptance of 
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processes such as .objective perspectives becoming subjective, 

the gro'Vlth of shared perspectives, and the self-initiation 

of modes of responding. This could be partially·caused 

by the general diflficulty faced by any process philosopher, 

na~ely that of making logical distinctions within unified 

processes while maintaining the eX"periential integrity of 

the whole. I do niot think, however .. that that is r-1ead's 

major stumbling block. I see Head as being caught up in 

the tension betwee!n his uncritical acceptance of nature as 

a given element in experience and knmvledge as problematic: 

•.. knowledlge is an undertaking thCl.t always 
takes plade within a situation that is not 
itself inviolved in the ignorance or uncer
tainty tha!t knowledge seeks to dissipate. 
Knowledge is not then to be identified with 
the presenice of content in experience. There 
is no conslcious attitude that is as such cog
nitive. Wnowledge is a process in conduct that 
so organizles the field of action that delayed 
and inhibi!ted responses may take place. The 
test of the success of the process of knowledge, 
that is, uhe test of truth, is found in the 
discovery or construction of such objects as 
will mediate our conflicting and checked acti
vities and! allow conduct to proceed. Knowledge 
is inferential and always implies that a datum 
is involved in the inference. 25 
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Knowledge is not a part of tr.te problem. Knmdedge is a 

conscious solution-seeking process o The knowledge re

lationship is ·not .a epistemolog~cal problem - it is on

tological and not epistemolosrical. Knowledge is the way 

in which conscious organisms conduct themselves. It is 

their way of being as problem. solvers. For Mead there is 

nothing problemat:Lc about the: problem. 

Selection, emergence, the past and the present are 

all given elements within experience for Mead. He has 

failed to see that these elements of experience are them

selves founded rellations and not the foundational consti

tuents of experience. If, as Mead is claiming, cognition 

is always a relationship, mediated by consciousness, between 

inhibited response:s and an impulse seeking expression, then 

the analysis must centre on the initiation of the cognitive 

ways the organism comes to create the demand for cognitive 

experience. It is not enough to see the responses to the 

non-cognitive basis for experience, i.e., selection, 

emergence and consciousness, as the foundation for all 

experience. It is part of my thesis that this tension, though 

not articulated by Mead, is the fundamental reason why he 

shifted his attention from 'l:h19 strictly scientific approach 

to the formulation of the cosmological principles of tem

porality and sociality. The remainder of my essay \"ill 
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elucidate these cosmological principles, demonstrate their 

failure -to systema-tize Mead I s -thought and develop a sJlmpa

thetic interpretation of Mead I s theory of the self. 



v 

TB1PORALITY AND SOCIALITY 

Mead's theory of temporality allowed him to see novel 

forms of the organization of experience in the individual. 

Using the concep"tof the social as the process of adjust-

1 ment and the theolry of temporality Head developed his con-

cepts of perspec"tive and sociality. The theory of per-

spectives refers DO his methodological requirement of 

accessibility. It is how the subjective experience of the 

individual becomes objectified in behaviour. The theory of 

sociality is a morie sophis"ticated conceptualization of 

role-taking. 

The key to Mead's theory of perspectives is his in-

sistence that they are objective. We have seen how the 

perceptual world, the world of physical objects, is the 

world of particulars. This world arises in experience 

when conduct becomes inhibited. The perceptual "vorld is 

not created by the individual; it is in nature but it is 

18 itself a perspective, ,vithin v-lhich the subjective arises ••. 

The sUbjective is that experience in the individual which 

takes the place of the objective when the reality of the 

objective, at least in some respects, lies in an uncertain 

future ••• one substitutes tentatively an attitude belonging 
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to the individual for an existent. objective character. 112 

The relationship between man and nature is a creative one. 

Man can act only insofar as he can substitute his subjective 

experience for the resistant reality of his envirolli~ent. 

The basis for action is the ability to select: liThe organism 

introduces into the perspectives genuine points of reference, 

which are the ground for the logical determina-tion of both 

the physical object and the 8elf. 1I3 Mead is suggesting 

IIthat the constitutive or organizaing principle· in nature 

is the creative mind. Natun= is seen to be in relationship 

wi-th the organism and this relationship determines a group 

of perspectives which are i.n.nature.,,4 

One of the difficult notions in Mead is his understand-

ing of the I given" elements in experience. Mead assumes with-

out proof or argument that nature exists as material answ-er-

ing to the impulses of organisms. This view makes sense 

through his theory of perspectives: "What is given as an 

event in human experience, what wa~ given, and what will be 

given, are constituted in and through the perspective chosen 

.5 by the organism." I'-1ead is not denying a reality independent 

of human experience; rather, he is asserting that the elements 

of huma.n experience emerge from a neutral environment because 

of the selective mature of our interactions \-vi th nature. Our 

experience is possible because of our faculties of sensibili-

ty, not because of the elements of nature. 
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A human ev!ent is s'trictly human. No other kind of 

organism can participate in that kind of experience. Our 

specious present g:ives us a certain span of attention with-

in which our experience can be symbolized. The symbolic 

processes of language allow us to indicate features of our 

experience to other individuals. Indication may be seen as 

an invitation to alCtion. Through common action I the general-

ized other I becomels constituted as a part of nature. Par-

'ticipation in this perspective has an objective reality. 

It is at this point that Mead I s theory of ·time must 

be examined to form the bridge to his theory of sociality: 

•.. if we t:ake perspectives or environments serious
ly I the relferences - in the doctrine of relativity are 
to the so-~called mental processes by ,,"hich these are 
carried out; recognizing that answering to these pro
cesses thelre are aspects of nature which succeed one 
another in ·the same fashion as they do in thought ... 
the relativist had discovered not a Menkowski world 
but a new and more accurate method of measurement. 6 

Each perspective is objective and measurable, ·the perspective 

created by the interaction of mind and nature no less than the 

perspective of the speed of our solar system through our 

galaxy. ~fuat is the value of the theory of relativity for a 

theory of perspectives? 

Mead holds: that ·the theory of relativity allows an 

arbitrary reference point to be assumed as the focus of all 

activities. Newtonian conceptualizations of time allow for a 
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selection of more than one system at any point of time, but 

each set of seledtions is exclusive for that 'time. That is, 

the individual can be seen from different systems at the 

same time, but the individual is then determined by those 

selected systems. What Mead is claiming for relativity theory 

is that it allowsl for a multiplicity of systems to be selected 

at the same time by the individual. 

The contibuity of the individual is not determined by 

reference points lexternal to himself. The continuity is the 

result of the intieraction between the individual and nature. 

All systems, including the individual, must be accessil±Dle 

simultaneously to; account for the individual. 7 

Newtonian time does not allow for a selection other 

than of objects and relations. Mead wants to allow for 

selection of "tirnles and spaces, or families of durations. ,,8 

This makes the aClt of the individual real. The needs and 

interests of the individual, indeed the entire range of sub-

jective experiencle, can be given an objective status. 

Attention and actlion are incepted through a problem leading 

to the inhibition of conduct. This inhibition is ahvays with 

reference to thefuture,1 i. e., the continuity of behaviour; 

It is thel movement toward this problematical 
future thlat involves the selection of the time 
system whlich determines the spatiotemporal 
structure of the experience. But experience 



involves not only a process but an organization 
.•. the particular spatiotemporal structure and 
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its select~d objects have only the relative 9 
hypothetical reality of our projected experience. 

Our selection is a determination of a mode of being-in-the-

world. It is the fixation of an approach as to the quality 

of experience we snaIl participate in. At -the same time it 

is consistent with the demands of the scientific method as 

well as being the very essence of the processes of thought, 

reflection, conscious aVlareness and articulation. Relativity 

allows Mead to preserve emergence in nature, i.e., con-

tingency, while experientially and methodologically pre-

serving continuity. Relativity allows for alternative 

interpretations of the same environment. These various 

interpretations, through the social process, are then ob-

jectified, i. e., ftom the standpoint of each participating 

individual, compromised. 

Mead is constantly refusing to ask the proper questions 

in the context of his theory of time and temporality. I-t is 

one thing to see thie social process as a cosmological 

principle but quite another not to underpin the cosmology 

itself. That is, the social process has been tied dmm 

through the physiological processes. I1ind and consciousness 

have been shown -to be emergents through the gesture and the 

vocal gesture to a fully developed language and socialization 
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processes. That i,s, we can see the reality underlying 

society. In Mead's cosmology hOv-lever there does not seem 

to be any reality except the experiencing individual. 

On this level of abstraction it is not adequate to assume 

the construction o;f physical objects correlative to need 

and interest. It is inadequate because something must 

be knmm beyond th!= epistemological conditions. The 

I stuff' of reality, seems to h=, for Mead l the social 

process itself and ye't this also seems to be the form or 

conditions for the content of experience. This is the 

ontological failure in Mead as well as his failure to 

give an epistemolo~ical basis for consciousness itself. 

Consciousness seems to be intentional for Mead but in

tentional toward r~lations and not things. It is this 

generalization of the consciousness rather than 'conscious

ness of' which has·led Mead into his difficulty. 

At this point we can also see why Mead could never 

arrive at a clear or non-:functional definition of the Act. 

The stages of the act hold together wi thin one another. 

corresponding to these stages are the actions of the in

dividual as well as the events in nature. To separate the 

stages experientially rather than logically would have 

severed the causal links in na.ture. For Mead, "Experience 
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of objects in reality is .•. described in terms of a con-

tinuum in 'Vlhich the separate aspects of the continuum 

are merely methodologically st:able. ,,10 The stages of the 

act are qualitatively distinct, allowing nature the oppor-

tunity for emergence while preserving the possibility of 

imposing a causal hindsight. II What Mead has failed to 

do is to show why it is experientially continuous. Methodo-

logically it must be separable and conti.nuous to preserve 

causality. Mead's physiological vie'vV's, however, commit 

him to holding that "these causal links must be experien"tially 

separable; otherwise they could not be held for reconstruc-

tion whithin the inhibitory process. It is an epistemologi-

cal analysis of the structure or mechanism of inhibition 

itself which is missing in Mead I s work. 'VV"ithout an under-

standing of how we came to have symbolic (universal) pur-

poses frustrated by Jche conCrE:::te (particulars) of experience, 

Mead's explanation must remain unsatisfactory. 

What Mead has done in his move from PA to the PP is 

to 'socialize' nature and the universe. He has taken his 

process-laden germinal idea of the social as adjustment and 

reconstruction, 12 the idea of nature as a 'given' awaiting 

selection and use, his theory of time as a structure and 

temporality as the structure of the act, and has mixed them 
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together and come up with his principle of sociality, 

which was "mean ·t t:o constitute the framework of Mead IS 

systematic philosophy" , 13 bu·t ,"'hich brings his epistemo-

logical failure -and hence the failure of his philosophic 

task14_ t h d o a ea. 

The remainder of my paper will be devoted to an 

examination of sociality and a sympathetic attempt to see 

Mead's philosophy of the self. 

Alfred Tonnes sees a distinction in Mead's theory 

of temporality which will serve to introduce the principle 

of sociality. Tonnes sees Mead as dealing, in PP, with 

two problems concerning the reality of the past. The 

metaphysical probl¢m concerns the past as existence and 

the epistemological problem concerns the past as a field 

f . t' 15 o orlenta-lon. This is in keeping with Mead's view of 

relativity theory. The reality of existence is relative 

to the system within which we are working. The rnataphysi-

cal problem concerrts the structure of existence which 

determines what is real for that system. Thus in Mead's 

other works we see existence a.s nature and reality as 

environmen·t. The epistemological problem concerns the 

conscious view of the past as offering al terna·ti ve modes 

of action. 
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Tonnes makies a further distinction between the 

concept of time anld time itself. The concept of time refers 

to our naive awareness of time as a flow from the past to 

the future. Time itself is the existential structure of time. 

The activities of natural processes take certain directions. 

The processes move. toward a future 'Nhich is specified by the 

activities which cbnstitute those processes. Time itself is 

th t 1 . -'-h' ~ . t . 16 e na ura processes In L elr QlreC lone 

The metaphysical reality of the past is denied by 

Mead: "Reality exists in a present. The present, of course l 

implies a past and a future, and to these both we deny 

existence. ,,17 The events within the act are the present. 

The structure of the present is thus the structure of time 

itself. Again we can see Mead I s epistemological failure. 

The Object of epistemology can only be the past. I-t can-

not be concerned w.tLth the struc-ture of process, as that is 

not conceived of a$ problematical, i.e., it is temporal. 

In criticizing villitehead Mead asserts that if "what becomes 

is the event which in its relation to other events gives 

structure to time, then the abstraction of passage from 

* 18 what is taking place is purely methodological." The 

* Passage is the coni:inuous movement from the first 
stage of the act t~ the last stage l but Mead does not indicate 
whether this contiiliuity is logical or experiential. 19 



81 

methodological data is the epistemological problem. It 

is what can be held up for analysis. In this case it is 

the past or the solidification of events. The process 

of events structuring time is not epistemologically prob-

lema tical for Mead. 

Frank Doam states that "sociality is the capacity 

of being several things at once". 20 He sees sociality as 

comprised of a sttuctural element as well as a temporal 

21 element. The omjective organization of perspectives 

exists in both milild and nature as -the structural element 

of sociality. The interests;. needs, desires, and wishes 

of the organism determine the direction of activity, and, 

in Tonnes' terminology, time itself. For Doan, this temporal 

aspect of sociality is what the organism brings to experience. 

It is in the intetaction of the direction of the organization 

of perspectives by mind that sociality allows for growth, 

change and novelty. Mind as process and structure provides 

Mead with the mechanism of correlation necessary to preserve 

the identity of the individual systems while allowing them to 

change. The inte~section of two systems is not 'sufficient to 

establish a change or a novel emergen't. 22 

Some agency is necessary to establish relations 'ltvithin 

the intersection of systems which is conducive to further 

action. What is necessary for action is the ability to indi-
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cate the significahce of the 19vent in a meaningful v!ay and, 

for Mead, man can do -this because "man is able to take the 

role of several participants at the same time." 23 

I will nov! try to tie sociality into the social 

psychology and physiology of !1ead 1 s earlier works. It is 

only through the inhibition of conduct that we attend to 

particulars. To put this anoi:her way, consciousness is 

made voluntary through the stoppage of conduct. 24 For 

objects to have characters, Le" marks of individuality, 

they must callout novel responses. 'iV'i thin -the organism 

these challenges are met by I -testing l various alternative 

ways of acting -to"l,..,a.rd the object. Role-taking is the key 

to the success of conduct and simultaneity is the mechanism 

which allows various postures toward objects to be assumed. 

The individual is always at the centre of reality. 

His world is always; world-for--him. 25 The physical requisites 

for action are given in the situation but -the individual is 

the active centre of the situation: IITime and space ... 

appear in the situ9-tions of organic forms. 1I26 The object 

stands to the individual as a means for the fulfillment 

of his interests. The object "is relative to his active 

interest, not relative in the sense that its content is a 

f h " " " 27 state 0 1S consc~ousness • 
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Role-taking, simul tanei ty and the centrality of -the 

individual are connected with .Head I s understanding of resis-

tance. For iYlead, resistance is not just a question of the 

physical effort involved in manipulating the object; res is-

tance concerns the future - the hypothetical future of action. 

Within the stage of manipulation, either hypothetical or 

actual; the resistance is the same as that in the future. 

That is, our intere:sts and expectations are taken to be 

continuous with -the object. 28 

There is a duality in the principle of sociality. 

In effecting change, both the novel character-s l for example 

of a problematic object and the charac·ters retained from 

past experience come together in a synthesis which allo\o'ls 

29 conduct to proceed. Sociality shows the individual to be 

in a constant state of tension. Nature is defined by the 

sensitivity of the individual. Nature has reality in so 

far as it allows experience. 'rhe strivings of ·the indivi-

dual must creatively accommodate themselves to the available 

modes of satisfaction offered by nature. The fundamental 

duality centres on experience on the one hand and the indivi-

dual on the other. In the interaction either the experience 

is creative of the individual or the individual is creative 

of the experience. 
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It is my c¢)ntention that Head cannot resolve this 

central problem. Bis pragmatic orientation refuses to see 

nature as a problem. In attempting to answer the question 

"How does the individual come to have the kinds of experi

ence he does?lI, Heed defines the individual as a stage in 

the evolutionary scale and eXJr?erience as 'the kind of beha

viour appropriate !Eor that stage of evolution. Experience 

is conduct which is the expression of the individua17 the 

individual is the Kinds of experience he is expressing. 

The individual is born into a situation. The 

world he comes intb is already meaningfully interpreted 

and structured for him, but the individual makes it his 

world through his activities within it. Specifically, it 

is through the ind~vidual's errors in the world that he 

grows and changes. An error is unsuccessful conduct. These 

errors are the mis~akes of a self, of an individual whose 

relationship to nalture is conceived in a common-sense manner. 

Yet this self and :the inter-relationship with nature are 

conceived in a phiilosophic manner. The 'givenness' of nature 

is never questioned nor is the basic fact that there is an 

interactive relationship between a minded organism and the 

neutral 'stuff' of, nature. 

The point ~s that it is one thing to methodologically 

accept certain uncritical assumptions into a philosophy, but 



85 

it is something else to erec-t a critical structure on the 

assumption that the basic elements of the s-tructure are 

known. For exampJLe, V\Te can accept Freud 1 s assumption that 

nature is continuous and la\,v--like in all her aspects and 

still clearly see his personality theorY7 in Mead's case, 

however, the acceptance of the neu-tral availability of nature 

does not allow us to discrLminate reasons why certain errors 

are made by particular individuals, the difference between 

action and behaviour, the role of physiological sensitivities 

as opposed to psychological or emotional sensitivities, or 

when a change is the result of the individual instead of an 

emergent event ~n nature. 

Sociality~ as a philosophic concept, is inadequate 

as a basis for a conceptual framework for the analysis of 

human behaviour a~d action because it has no epistemological 

backing. It does not show us how the individual comes to 

have experience. It cannot account for the inception of 

the act, i. e., for the impulses seeking expression. The 

emergence of impulses within the individual are assumed to 

anS'i,ver to the na tural conditions which will allow their 

fulfillment simply because Mead cannot see any other way 

for our experience to be possible. This kind of logical 

necessi-ty must, h<Dwever, be demonstrated through an epis

temological analysis of experience rather than assuming its 

truth and finding cosmological principles 'Vlhich then are 

used to prove that the epistemological problems are not 
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really experiential problems. 

I think that Mead's major failure is his refusal 

to see a distinc·tion between a product of the mind, the 

scientific method, and the operation of mind in the world. 

The scientific method is an historical accomplishment, one 

which is never co~plete at any single point in time. The 

scientific method is itself a. process and a creation. 

There is no re~son ·to assume, particularly in an evolutionary 

universe, that because at this time the scientific method 

seems ·to be ·the most adequate way to explore our world our 

individual successful experiences must follovl that method. 

For one thing, our experiential hypotheses a.re action

oriented. We hypo:thesize in order to accomplish and act. 

This seems to be quite a differen·t kind of hypothesis from 

a scientific one, for example in physics. It would seem that 

the latter can be the attempt ·to summarize a series of 

apparently unrelated events under a single explanation. It 

is a means of desc!ribing observed behaviour. It can also be 

an attempt to expand apparent uniformi·ties. It can, in a 

more practical way, be the attempt ·to apply a theoretical 

conception to the world. Mead holds, hmvever, that the 

raison d'etre of mind is that it exists for action. He does 

not explain the relationship between conceptualization and 

action. 
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As a sys'tematic philosopher Mead is a failure, as 

indeed is perhaps the entire pragmatic program. I do not 

think, however, that this entitles us to dismiss Mead en

tirely. He has made many valuable suggestions to\-mrd a 

philosophic anthropology as well as indications of a theory 

of the self. It is to this latter theory I would no',,, like 

to turn. In this final chapter I will be giving a much 

more sympathetic interpretation of Mead. This is not to 

say that he is being accepted uncritically. but rather 

that this is not the place ,to suggest a more adequate basis 

for Mead IS philosotphy. 'Ymat I will try to do is to indi

cate what Mead's theory of the self is and to offer sugges

-tions for an expansion of his theory with the proviso that 

until the epistemological foundations are laid no Meadian 

theory of the self can be adequate. 
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THE THEORY OF THE SELF 

The purpose of this chapter is to try to integrate 

those elements of Mead1s thought which I have been develop

ing into a theory of the self. It is, by now, obvious that 

Mead had a great interest in the self. The problem of con

duct cannot be adequately discussed i,vithout a comprehensive 

theory of initiation and motivation. Mead1s desire to locate 

all of the processes of man's physical and mental activities 

within a naturalistic framei,vork has limited his vocabulary to 

terms, ""hose usuaIL connotations are felt to be opposed to 

any constructive itheory of the self and self-initiation. 

But this understapding of vocabulary must be seen within 

the framework of Mead1s thought and not imposed from the 

outside. We have already seen how, as temporality increased 

in importance for Mead, the concept of Ithe social l expanded 

to include all processes of adjustment. Similarly, mechanism 

took on an increased dimension -through the theory of tempora

lity and emerged not as a physical model but as an expression 

of a functional unity. 

The transition of the discussion of the self in Mind, 

Self and Society to the discussion in The Philosophy of the 

Presen-t can be seen with the increased dimension of the 

temporal nature of role-taking and its effects on the self, 
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the intenITeaving of 'the social ~ and temporality through 

sociality, and the increased recognition of the role of 

the subject ,agent aspect of the self. 

In -the in-teraction of the self and the environment 

the organization of events determines the temporal relations. 

The intial condition for the self is always a situation. 

The self is constantly barraged by impressions, objects 

and events from nature and impulses, desires and imagery 

from wi thin. The self II is bound to the dimensions of 

temporality by bei~g always in a situation, both objective 

and subjective."l 

For the human organism, "The biological act moves 

by way of adjustme~t of the organism I s acts -to the require-

ments of the environment; the self's act is not an adjust-

ment by the condition of experience .•• It is only -the self 

for vlhich objects are at a distance. ,,2 The self-conscious 

act is not something which is determined by the conditions 

given to it. It is ahvays an act of self-initiation which 

stands as the cond~tion for the appearance of an environment. 

The act of the selu cannot be identified v.li th the biological 

act. This is not to deny the hos-t of determinations and 

conditions which are instigated by the fact of the individual 

as a biological org"anism. It is asserting that -the human 

individual initiates acts. Action involves a distinctlon 
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wi-thin the organism which goes beyong the physical 

mechanism of the instinctual 'dorld. This distinction is 

tha t 0 f the functional focus 0 faction 0 f the self I i. e. , 

the "I" as distinct from the behaviours and the past 

experiences of the self as the "me". 

The prereqruisite for the appearance of the self in 

experience and in consciousness is rooted in man's biologic 

make-up_ I have already dra'im the distinction between the 

perceptual object and the physical object. The importance 

of this distinction will now be made evident. The physical 

object exists; the perceptual object is real. Action is 

initiated on the basis of the percep-tual obj ect~ but the 

distinction within the self is dependent on its biologic 

nature. The biologic organism comes into contact with the 

physical objecti the response to that object is an initiated 

act which is a re~ponse to the perceptual object. The two 

objects are unified in our e~~erience because of the capacity 

.for role-taking through -the establishment, by our temporal 

structure, of simultaneity or sociality. I quote from 

!<lead: 

It is evident that it~ is the formation of 
the physical object which is responsible 
for the aRpearance of the individual as an 
object, s~nce it brings contemporaneity 
and also brings the possibility of the dis
tinction between rest. and motion, and the 



separation of space and time, and thus con
stitutes <t new environment answering to the 
new indiv~dual. In other words, contempor
aneity can arise only as distant objects 
which are future in their import can be 
brought h~othetically into the contact field, 
and so become physical objects. 3 
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Distant objects bSlong only to a self. It is the selecting 

out of the perceptual field those objects vvhich are per-

ceptual, which answer, hypothetically, to the damands of -our impulses. ~"i'ha;t exists in the dis"tance , physically and 

temporally, is made real by acting toward it. 

The reality of distant objec"ts is always hypothetical. 

In Mead's theory of temporality we saw how everything is 

determined from thie perspective of the present, i. e. I those 

events which led to the present were necessary for the 

present to have the character "that it does have. Role-

taking, now seen als sociality, allows the self to be the 

necessary condition or basis for the distant object. That 

is, it is the self which transforms the hypothetical distant 

object into a categorical object of present experience~ it 

is the self that mlakes experience by constantly pulling the 

future into the actualized present. Sociality allows the 

self to play the role of the distant object. Through this 

role playing the self is constan"tly ahead of itself. The 

mode of experience is from the future toward the present 

which merges into experience at the point of contact. He 



92 

give objects the insides of resistance which we experience 

as the outside of the object. We move toward objects from 

the perspective of the object and not from the perspective 

of the individual. The true object in experience is the 

"mel! of the self as sociality. The "me ll determines itself 

out of various alternative modes of action for the sake of 

fulfilling the demands of the II I" . 

This objec:tive capacity of the self allows for the 

conduct of ·the self to be objectively and immediately avai

lable to ·the self for analysis and reflection. vVhen the 

self is not being conducted properly in its environment, 

vlhen a situation arises wi thin which the obj ect, the self I 

is not able to handle, its conduct as an object is inhibited. 

What issues into the world aft:er inhibition, which is able 

to act adequately within that situation, is a new object 

capable of ongoing conduct. 1:'his is the reconstructed self. 

What has elapsed in passage between the 'timeR of 

the inhibition and the instigation of the act is incapable 

of effecting the continuance of the act for two reasons: 

(1) passage in the absence of mind is 'undifferentiated'; 

only a real difference can make a difference to mind, and 

(2) the instigation of the reconstructed act carries with 

it the temporal str,ucture of the act which is inclusive of 

and constituent of ,the past and future from its locus as 
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the present. As object, the self is restricted to the 

processes and determinations of all objects. The most 

important restriction is that an object cannot initiate 

action. This is not to unde~~ine the importance of the 

objective side of the self. This quote gives evidence to 

its import: "vlhile an indefinite number of instances of 

objects in nature appear in our immediate experience, new 

objects arise in reflective experience only through the 

interaction of the individual and the environment by means 

of the mediation of the self as an object. 114 Mead also 

writes: 

The further function of the self as an object 
in the fi~ld of action is to be found in the 
attention.to the universal character of the 
object in the enviro~ment, and its abstrac
tion by means of symbols of communication in 
the form of 'l,vhat is (sic) called ideas. 

~1hatever endures in the midst of the 
passing of event ••• is in so far universal .•• 
It is these persistent characters which can 
be indicated to others or to one's self, for 
only that;which persists can be indicated ..• 
We identify the universal contents in things 
by presen-tting ourselves as responding to them, 
and we call these responses aroused by the sig
nificant symbols of social gestures, or language, 
the meanirtgs of things. It is because we can 
summon outselves, as organizations of responses, 
into the field of experience by means of these 
symbols, that we are able to isolate these mean
ings and $0 further the organization of our re
sponses i~ a plan of action. S 

Language is possible because the self can so organize 

. and objectify itself as to present a focus of continuity to 
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memory. It is only because of this objective continuity 

which is aware of i·tself Jchat the concrete data of experience 

can be abstracted, symbolized and universalized into the 

human artifact of language. There can be no novelty, no 

emergence, no grovlth without a contrast to something 't,vhich 

does not change. The self as object, as "me m , is constant 

and enduring but not as a set, of identical permanent features, 

but rather as a certain unique kind of organization or unity 

of response. Only the "mel! has experience. Only the lime" 

acts. Only the "me" enters into contact with other "me"s. 

The self as object is the constant focus of all experience 

to myself as \"ell ias to others, especially to the scientist. 

An implication of the above passage would serve as 

an explanation of the seeming impossibility of geniuses and 

mystics to explain their experiences. The symbolic struc

ture of language is a response to the shared persistance of 

experience. It se~ves to isolate and indicate the universal 

enduring qualities of our experience. The genius's experi

ences are of such a nature as to be creative of symbolic 

environments, the persistance of which is relative to that 

individual's perspective. This also has implications for 

an understanding of social change. In applying this theory 

not just to society at large bu·t to the experience of the 
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individual as wel;l, the major aspect is the question of the 

isolation of meanings, symbols or responses. It is crucial 

to the theory of reconstruction to be clear as to what it 

is that leads to inhibition. Earlier in the paper I showed 

how it is the particular or concrete characters of universal, 

i. e. I of permanen:t objects, 'which callout novel responses 

and the process o,f reconstruction. 

The nil" is the non-objective aspect of the self which 

initiates acts. ~he "III is seen by Mead as consisting of 

projects or goals .• These projects serve as "filterstl, 

"screens" or "censors" for the undifferentiated and increa

sing demands at certain times in certain situations. This 

projecting is the direction which the "me" takes in its con

duct. It is 'time itself'. Further, these projects dictate 

directions indepebdently of ·the biological demands. They 

direct themselves through the mediation of the "I". 

The III" is the values or the goals of the self. The 

lime" is a continu$.l response to the demands of the "III. The 

projects, values or goals of the "I" are never investigated 

by Mead, but I think we can see them as being correlated with 

the kinds of conc~pts which psychiatrists talk about, namely 

character traits, personality, dispositions or inclinations. 

Mead is arguing, [ believe, t.hat these concepts should be 

seen not as things which individuals have but as ways indivi-
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duals are. An in&ividual's behaviour should not be equated 

with the essential or constit.uent determinations of that 

person. ~'Vnat we do \>vhen we identify behaviour with the in-

dividual is to force the self to seek new modes of behaving 

consistent with o~r definition of the self as a piece of 

behaviour. 

This is an interpretation of Mead which may not be 

entirely consiste~t with his earlier 'r,'lorks (MSS and PA) or 

with what I have said about the "I" being projects or goals. 

It is an open question as to which comes first, the "I" or 

the lime". It is further anot:her question to ask if before 

self-consciousness (1'me" I s reflection on IIme") the "III can 

have projects. IIi my readingr of Head I full arguing that the 

II I" is present at birth but only as a mechanism i/vhich governs 

the order of satislfaction of biological needs. The need -to 

play games and to :enter into social process vlith persons 

other than the ori;ginal I significant other I (parent) is 

rooted biologically. Just as the original means of satis-

faction of needs iJs dependent. on an adjustment of behaviour 

to a pre-determinE1d pattern of permissible means of satis

faction (feeding ~chedule, for example) so increased aware-

ness of our dependency on others comes to set up processes 

of mediation within us. At the level of self-consciousness 
, 

the processes of mediation become crystallized as the "I". 
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The projects of the "I" are then in a state of emerging. 

The individual is beginning to be defined as a kind of a 

thing. The fundamental drive is still toward satisfaction, 

but now with the s~lf-conscious individual that vlhich is to 

be satisfied is a picture or view of what one can become. 

The externally impOsed labels of behaviour become inter-

nalized as the pro:!jects and goals of the III" 

The reconstruction of objects, both external and 

the "me ll 
I is the cGns"truction of the kind of experience 'which 

will allow the realization of the projects of the "I". The 

environment becomes totally purposive in an instrw~ental 

sense. Experience is comprised of certain necessary con-

ditions which go to define situations for the individual 

but these conditio~s themselves are not a part of the ex-

perience of the IlIIU: lilt is t:rue that we may make an analysis 

of the different e]ements of the physiological structure by 

anatomizing the orcjanism and showing w·hat the mechanism is 

that must vlOrk to enable the a.ct to take place. This analy-

sis, ho\V"ever, does ;not present: parts of "the act of the self. 

They are conditions of the act.ion of the self, but they lie 

outside that experience. ,,6 The experience of the "I" is a 

primitive relation. It is foundational in that it, a.fter 

its inception, presupposes no other element for its experience. 
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To continue this inte~rpretation let us look closer 

at the basic prob~em of the i.nitiation of action. Where 

in this process of role-taking does the initiation of its 

action come from? Where is t.he subject which needs an 

object? Head states that "The self appearing as "III is 

the memory image olf the self who acted toward himself and 

is the same self who acts toward other selves. ,,7 The III" 

is the self which ,acts towards the -mell as object. In the 

act of tending tmVlard the self as object, however, the self 

as subj ect, as ini:tiator, canno-t appear. If this III" could 

appear in consciou;sness during the act, then what would 

there be for consciousness to be a response to? We would 

have to see consciousness as ,a response to itself, or as 

a response to the initiation of the act. Mead sees con-

sciousness only as response to biological fialure, i.e., 

'when the organism as a physical mechanism cannot meet the 

demands of its OwTI impulses. Consciousness is a response 

to a problematic sJituation. It is a response to objects. 

It cannot be a response to the "I". Mead sees this in 

the follo\'ling way: 

Recognizin~ that the self cannot appear in 
consciousnEl=ss as an III" I that it is ahvays 
an object, i.e., a lime", I wish to suggest 
an answer to the question, "\tfuat is involved 
in the self becoming an obj ect.? The firs-t 
ans'wer may,be that an object involves a 
subject. ~tated in other words'8that a lime" 
is inconceivable without an "I". . 
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As subject, as the initiator of the response, the III" can-

not be exhibited in that response. It can only be enter-

tained as an II I" alfter the act in memory and the past. 

Mead states that: 

The "I" lies beyond the range of immediate ex
perience. In terms of social conduct this is 
tantamount , to saying that we can perceive our 
responses bnly as they appear as images from 
past e:h-perti.ence, merging with the sensuous 
stimulatiop. We cannot present the response 
while we are responding. We cannot use our 
responses to others as materials for the con
struction of the self - this imagery goes to 
make up otper selves. We must socially stimu
late oursellves to place at our own disposal 
the material out of which our own selves as 
well as th0se of others must be made. 

The "I" therefore never can exist as an 
.object in consciousness, but the very conver
sational character of our inner experience, 
the very p~ocess of replying to one's own 
talk, implies an "I" behind the scenes who 
answers to the gestures, the symbols, that 
arise in consciousness. The" I" is the tran·
scendentalself of Kant, the soul that James 
conceived l>ehind the scene holding onto the 
skirts of an idea to give it an added incre
ment of emphasis. 

The self-conscious), actual self in social 
intercourse is the objective "me" or "me"s 
with the process of response continually going 
on and imp+ying a fici:itious "I" ahvays out of 
sight of himself. 9 

Our responses to others are the constitution of ourselves. 

We cannot be built up out of these because they are what we 

are in the past of that conduct. Ifflen we reflectively step 

behind our responses to see that response as it served in 
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the past in the capacity of a stimulation for another then 

the response which that reflection calls out may be used in 

the construct.ion df ourselves: as a new self. The develop

ments in psychology and philosophy within Mead's day saw 

the self as a fiction, as a creation which was logically 

necessary for the metaphysical or the anti-metaphysical 

structures which ~hey had developed. Mead sees the Kantian 

"I" as a logical functional necessity, but its separation 

from the phenomenail world removes, for Mead, the possibility 

of the reality of ithe Kantian II I" • Mead is ontologizing -the 

functional uni ty o~ the Kantian nouroenal self. 10 The Meadian 

.. I" is knowable as' -the responsive structure which is respon

sible for the initiation of conduct. It is not knowable in 

the act, only after the act. The unity of function which 

was all Kant's "I" was has become transformed by Mead into 

that very unity of the act, the consequences of which the 

self is responsibl~ for. The quality of the emergen-t reality 

is not given in the intention of the selfi it is only given 

in the result of the self. Rather than a transcendental unity 

of apperception Mead had developed a transcendental unity of 

emer-gence, i. e., tle given existential condi-tions which are 

constituative of tle reality of experience. Mead's 

• categories' are nGt static and constituative of our experi

ence, they actively transform experience both with respect to 

what is in the environment and in our mode of response to 

McMASTER UNIVERSITY t..16RARl 
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that environment. The response of Mead's categories to 

the givens in nature affects an emergence of the categories 

of response as well as the real characters in nature. 

The reconstructive ca.pacity of the IlIIl is engaged 

in the reorganization of itself as much as it is engaged in 

the reorganizatioTl of experience. It is Ilthat phase of 

experience within which we are immediately conscious of 

conflicting impulsles which rob the object of its character 

as object-stimulus!, leaving us insofar in an attitude of 

subjectivity: but during which as new object-stimulus 

appears due to the reconstructive activity which is iden

tified with the sulbject "I" as distinct from the object 

"me" ~I:-l For Mead, it is beCa\ISe the self can become con-

scious that action is stopped and that the instigation of 

action brings with i·t the temporal order that retains the 

continuity of human experience. Mind is only a certain 

kind of potential before experience. Only the temporal 

depth of the nervous system can be called a priori, con-

stitutive of· experience. Fo:r Mead it is t.he Il whole of 

such a nervous system (which) provides both the field and 

the mechanism for selection with reference to distant 

futures, and this selection endows surrounding objects 

with ·the values anS meanings "ivhich the future subtends. 1l12 
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Far from this theory detracting from the self as 

subj ect, it locates the self v;ri thin the very field of ex-

perience and conduct in which that self is the locus of 

r eali ty. This selff is not log-ically or metaphysically 

necessary; it is the ontological reality, the 'stuff' 

out of which reality emerges, and the explanation of the 

conduct of the self in ten-ns of that self. It allows for 

no appeals to 'higher' realms to justify its action. It 

must suffer the consequences of its own creations. The 

Headian self is responsible for its own responsive structure. 

I beg the reader's indulgence in subjecting him to 

another long quotation from He:ad, but I feel that, firstly, 

not enough IIreading" of Mead has been done, and, secondly, 

that it is essential to my thesis to illuminate as brightly 

as possible those passages ".;hieh stretch o.nd extend the 

meanings of !--lead' sbehaviouristic language to show that my 

developrnen-t of the implications of Mead I s thought is not 

doing violence to his philosophy. 

The psychological elements of an obj ec-t are 
a definite stimulation answering to a defi
nite response plus the results of past ex
perience of the response. The object is a 
collapsed act. (my italics) It is when the 
results of past experience have attached 
themselves to the stimulations that we find 
a field of objects within which we can act 
intelligently. The conflict, together with 



i"ts inhibiition , break:s up these obj ects, and 
it is not until new objects have arisen that 
intelligen:t conduc"t C;;:\.n proceed. "What is es
sential to "this reconstruction is such an 
analysis of a complex act that that which has 
checked th~ whole act may be identified \vi th 
the specific part of "the act to which it be
longs, for it is only when a definite ten
dency to respond anS"Vv'9rs to a stimulation that 
it becomes a distinct part of the field of 
perception and can assimilate the memory ima
ges of past experience. To isolate a part of 
a complex act is; then l to expose the field to 
the independent sensi"tizing influence of the 
other tendencies which were so organized that 
they acted under the conditions set by the 
whole act. The immediate function of the 
appearance. of the self in experience is "that 
of analyzing the complex response, in the face 
of conflict. so that a nev; field of objects 
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may appear "together wi"th a reconstructed act. 
This takes, pla.ce "through the identification of 
the self "v~th the defeated element of the act, 
and then with the entire ac~ deprived of this 
element, seeking to reorganize itself out of 
characters in the field of stimUlation "to ;:vhich 
we would otherwise no't have responded, that is; 
which woul¢1 not o"therwise have existed as ob
jects for us in the enviromnent. 13 

Reconstruction, then, is a polar concept. The "I" is 

constantly redifining its situation. In this process it 

is seeking various ways of achieving its ultimate satis-

faction, i.e. , to be actual. 

I"t is the valuational or purposive nature of the nIII 

"l'.Ilhich determines the characte:rs of objects, which directs 

action and selects environmen;ts. The characters of objects 

attended to is the response of the "me" to the valuational 

demands of the "I". This experience is temporal in nature. 
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Through sociality the subjective demands of the "I" are 

ex-teriorized to -the obj ects. The subj ecti ve is made ob

jective through the selective process of analysis and the 

recons-truction of am objective way of behaving. As cer

tain characters bec!ome more relevan-t to the II I II they be

come objec-tified as an habitual response to the "mel!. 

Future conduct is then checked either by the inadequacy 

of the habit to susitain the value or by a too has-ty insti

tution of a habit (las when our response has only been 

tested in a limited D1.1 .. "'Uber or kinds of situation) or by 

a redefinition of tlhe self. 

Past structiures become enlarged and altered through 

experience. This plast is however always clung to I as it is 

through this past t~at personal identity is maintained. In 

the interplay betwelen the organized mode of response, the 

"me", and the continual demand -to become more real, to act 

as one \vith Qur imalge or definition of our self, the "III, 

it-le are constantly plerforming I self-experiments I. We men

tally tryout diffelrent \vays of responding to our past. 

In the imagination .these varied responses take on the charac

ter of ideas; ideas of how our present and future values 

may be realized. The action on these objects of memory is 

novel: 

.~- '!ItI".'" 



It is the bemporal aspect of things I;\!hich is 
responsiblei for their psychological character. 
It is in so' far as the reality of the thing 
is effectedl either with the future or with 
the past thiat we are able to isolate elements 
which are rleferred -to the experience of the 
individual, which are abstracted as psycho
logical con!tents. Things are the vvay -they 
are in the ~elationship between the individual 
and his enviironment and this relationship is 
that of conduct. 14 
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It is only the temporal self which is able to so inter-

pose its structure into the environment that a function of 

unity and coordination between passage and the existence of 

perspectives may be affected. The temporal self is the 

subject and not the object. T:he lime" is as timeless and 

physical as any object. The "me" is ahvays and only an 

effect. The constitution of the "me", "the stuff that goes 

to make up the 'me' whom the 'I' addresses and whom he 

observes, is the experience which is induced by this action 

of the I I! ".15 The "me" has i1:he same reality as any o-ther 

object. In ordinary experience it is a physical object and 

is not observed by the "Ill. Only when it runs into difficul-

ty does it become attended to by the "I". The "me" only 

appears to the "I" insofar as it is a failure. The "me" is 

the biologic self. It is a necessary condition for the 

appearance of an "I':' but it is not sufficient. 

The "I" is iChe principle of responsiveness. Given a 

structure of tenden~ies you still do not have a response. 
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Given a set of interests, desires and impulses you still do 

not have direction.. Given a present you still do not have a 

pastor a future. That which initiates responses, directs 

interest, desire and impulse and which imposes the temporal 

order of these responsive activities is the "I". The recon

struction of the self can do no-thing more to the lime" than 

to give it its emergent characters. As an object all it can 

be to -the "Ill is usefuL The emergent organizations and con

stitutions of the self which overcome the problem of action 

emerge into the past as a new 11111. wny emerge into the 

'pastl? Mead explains: liThe 'I I remembers i but 'l.he self 

it remembers is always a 'me' that another 'I' remembers 

now. This fact alone affords the present III with a measure 

of free responsiveness toward the Ime l and hence toward its 

past".16 The responsibility of the responses of the self is 

to the self. The point is that this self is constantly in 

the process of actuialization and realization of its -tendencies 

wi thin various ac-ts in the world. After the response has 

been made the self, both as Ill" and as lime", has been re-

constructed; the lime" is a novel object with emergent 

characters and the !"I" is a novel responsive structure \vith 

emergent relationships. The imagery of its memory comes -to 

-the "III not from that III" but from a past "me". I-ts selec-

-tion of responses from its memory is then a completely free 
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selec·tion. The pre!sent and future which are calling for a 

response cannot determine any aspect of the selection. The 

selection of a responsive tendencY6 the selection to select, 

is an act which is ppontaneous, though grounded in conditions; 

free, though within a finite set of possible experiences~ 

and unpredictable, though completely determined from the 

perspective of the actualized selection. This constant 

interplay between the "I" and t.he "me" is only comprehensible 

"within a theory of its time-structures". 17 

For the relativis·t the only determination of the order 

of the events t,-lhich 'Vve experience is that 'V'lhich is imposed 

through the establishment of systems of reference. I have 

tried to ShO,,"l that the self is such a reference system in 

that i·t is the locus of reality by focusing all happenings 

into its present. The perspectives which exist objectively 

in nature are then ~ully available for LDe self to select 

those which it care~ to participate in as its past and those 

which it cares to participate in as its future. The self is 

also an objective perspective and as such has a certain structure 

which makes it objective and which allot,-lS it to be seen as 

past and ;''lith the possibility of becoming future. Head sees 

this metaphysical implication of relativity in the following 

way: "If the future is actually existant, it must be as 

alternative possibilities. For the succession of events 
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upon each other is dependent upon the consentien·t sets, 

~ithin which the ev~nts lie. If an even·t can lie within 

different consen·tient sets, there will be differen'c suc-

• 11 18 ceSSlons. 

This selection of events is a function of the III". 

It is the method fOr the incorporation of the widest possible 

horizon or mode of conduct. :r have earlier drawn the 

analogy in Mead I s thought beti,veen the scientist and the in-

dividual through the conception of hypo,thesis as the key to 

action. The following quote from 1'-lead should then be read 

vlith the individual in mind as well as the general scienti-

fie method: 

This modern conception Cof investigation lpro
ceeds from I the s·tandpoint not of formulating 
values, but giving society at the moment the 
largest possible nurn}:H:r of alternatives of 
conduct, i.e., undertaking to fix from moment 
to moment the widest possible field of conduct. 
The purposes of conduct are to be determined 
in the presence of a field of alternative pos
sibilities of action. 19 

Older scientific t1:lought ~vas J::'estricted to a value orienta-

tion based on concepts not involved in the quest of science. 

This is ruled out lby the modeJ::-n conception of research 

science. In the imdividual, however, the purposes of conduct 

'I,vhich go to select the alternatives available for action are 

the values, impuls~s or interests of the individual. 

This hy-potlil.esis formulation is a function of the lime II • 
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This is no"t contradicting wha"t: I have said earlier about the 

"Ill. The "me" as Cil. biologic organism has its own distinct 

specious present as; well as its own mechansims for survival. 

consciousness is a faculty of the lime". The distinction is 

that the initiatiom of action and the structure which calls 

out consciousness, the structure which reconstructs the 

attitudes embedded in consciousness, and the structure 

itlhich orders "the tamporal arrangement of consciousness is 

the "I". It is wh~n the lime" becomes inhibited and unable 

to operate in its Usual biologic mode that the II I" is 

called into play. It is only then that the human organism 

can be said to act. 'The III" has arisen in nature to allow 

the human organism to survive. 

with this distinction in mind we need to turn to a 

closer examination of the "me". This examination will be 

of the "me ll as a biJologic self and not in its further capa-

city as an object. ' Mead sees the "me ll as the empirical 

self thus: 

••• as "the function of the world is to provide 
the data foir the solution, so it is "the func
tion of the! individual to provide the hypothe
sis for thait solution. I t is equally evident 
that it is the individual as a 'me' that can 
perform thi!s function. Such an empirical self 
belongs to :the world .,..Thich it is the function 
of this phaise of consciousness to reconstruct ..• 
one of the :resul ts of the reconstruction will 
be a new individual as well as a new social en
vironment .. '. the self in the disintegration and 
reconstruction of its universe, the self func
"ti.oning, the point of immediacy that must exist 



within a mediate procGss. It is the act that 
makes use ~£ all the data that reflection can 
present, b~t uses that merely as the condi
tions of a ne\1}' world that cannot possibly be 
foretold from them. l-t is the self of un
necessitated choice; of undreamt hypothesis, 
of inventialDs that change the whole face of 
nature. 20 
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It is -the empirical self which functions in ,the world using 

the da-ta of reflection. The other self, the self of I un-

dreamt hypothesis I I is not empirical. As an obj ec-t the "me" 

is the ultimate point of mediation for the self as a unity. 

It is ultimate because its initial action after inhibition 

is that point at which the subjective has passed into -the 

objective. Its action represents the compromises of the 

subjective demands of the III" and the hypothetical ob-

jective alternative modes of objective behaviour represented 

by the perspectiveS! in nature. The response of the "me" to 

inhibition transcends the "me". This is to say that the 

response cannot be determined to be within the lime" until 

it acts. The response is not predictable. The response is 

a solution, a selection out of alternatives; the response 

is intitiated by the "I". 

As an object the "me" participates in all the mani-

festations of objective phenomenon. The most important of 

these is a causal order. The values and demands of the "I" 

are not determined by a causal sequence of events. The 

satisfaction of the "1" "s darnands is dependent on the means 
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of sa-tisfaction, i. e. I the causal requirements of the "mel!. 

In inhibition both the environment and the "me" are re-

constructed according to their possible modes of conduct. 

One causal order is selected according to the needs of the 

III". The problematic is al\,lays subjective. The "melt is 

always able to act adequately, Le., in a way which will 

satisfy the "I". The "I" is constantly striving to become 

increasingly one with its idealization of itself. The "Ill 

wants -to grow, and the "grmvth of the self arises out of 

a partial disintegration, the appearance of the different 

interests in the fo;:rm of reflection, the reconstruction 

of the social world" and the consequent appearance of the 

new self that ansvlers to the nl2W object. 1121 

The idealizations of the IlI" appear as ideas. Ideas 

are tested, they are held up against the world. This com

parison is between the past behaviours in the world, the 

present ideas and tne future anticipated satisfaction. 

The novel demand is caused but is not causally explained 

except as conduct. The temporal na-ture of the central 

nervous system gives the individual the future as an actual 

way of experiencing the world. The enlargement of experience 

is possible only because the individual can hypothetically act 

as if the future \velie the actuall present. 
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The condibions within which experience must be 

evidenced are not the condi-tions i-Thich make UD the reality 

of -the experience for the individual. This is to affirm 

-that the individual, as "I", judges, evaluates, and derives 

meaning from his objective behaviour vlhich is not dependent 

on the antecedent Gondi-tions 'i",hich were necessary for the 

behaviour. If Mead were forced to use causal language I 

project that he ir.JOuld argue that the adequacy of the be-

haviour is retrodicted from future anticipations to present 

reflection. The individual i .... _.::> "continually creating a world 

which becomes real through his discovery. Insofar as new 

conduct arises under the conditions made possible by his 

experience and his hypothesis J, the world, ' ... tlhich may be made 

h f 1", 1-. d' f' d ~ ] d ,,22 t e test 0 rea 1ty, nas ~een roo 1 1e _ ana en_arge_. 

The reality of nathlre answers to the subjective experience of 

the individual. The satisfaction of these subjective experi-

ences depends on tne ease with which they can be realized. 

It is the demonstr~tion of the subjective experience of the 

individual 'l.vhich is the major task of the individual .. 

Mead never argues this. ~1ead does argue that \'le can 

come to know the subjective experience through objective 

behaviour. I have 'argued that perhaps this is possible, but 

not on Mead I s grounds. My present argu.rnent is that is is this 
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demand for object.ive fulfillrn.ent of subjective demands which 

is the heart of the individua.l!s experience. Mead was be-

ginning to develop a self-realization view of man which goes 

far beyond Aristotle's common-sense development. Mead was 

searching for the ontological basis for the individual's 

experience and trying to account for that experience in 

scientific terms. I have argued that he would ha.ve failed 

inevitably even if he had lived because of his inadequate 

epistemology. 

I see the most Duportant contribution of Mead as his 

incessant interes·t in the self as the actor engaged in a 

social world. His' constant struggle was to do justice to 

the neglected quesition of the initiation of action. There 

can be no question that Mead's impact on social psychology 

and philosophy was: minimal. His influence in social psy-

chology was restricted to his influence as a teacher and 

through his first \'York MSS. I-t is, however, obvious that 

Mead is starting to be read again, and in his entirety, by 

philosophers as well as by sociologists and psychologists. 23 

Perhaps this is because sociology and psychology are today 

realizing what MeaQ saw so clearly so long ago: 

If the psychical is the functional and the con
sciousness· of the individual at the same -time, 
it is hard to avoid the conclusion that this 
phase of our consciousness - or, in other words, 



the indivi!dual qua individual - is functional 
in the same sense. This individual cannot be 
the empirical lime" that exists in such profu
sion in the modern genetic and pathological 
psychologies, nor yet. can it be the transcen
dental self that is nothing but the function 
of unitYi nor the self 'l,vhose realization is 
the goal of the ethics of Green and his ilk; 
nor the individual whose whole content is the 
other 'l,vayof stating the knowable universe. 
For this jjndividual cannot be an object~ and 
yet it mus!t have a content~ but that content 
canno-t be an ideal either of conduct or of 
knowledge. It cannot be an object, because 
•.. it belqngs to the subject end of the polar
ized proce:ss of cognitive experiencer it must 
have or b~ a content, because psychical con
sciousness does not belong -to the normative 
phase of reflection, and deals therefore with 
relations and laws only in their appearance 
vlithin certain fields of ex-periencei it can-
not be an ideal, because it must be immediate, 
and therefore its reference, so far as it is 
psychical, must. lie within its ow"Tl phase of 
consciousnless ... There is nothing that has suf
fered more throug-h loss of dignity of content 
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in modern positivistic psychology than the 'II. 
The Ime' bas been most honorably dealt with. 
It has wa~ed in diameter and, not to speak of 
number, v-lith continued anal vsis I while the I I' 
has been forced from its metaphysical throne, 
and robbedl of all its ontological garments ... 
but the gr;eatest loss ~s -the constant drain from 
the I I' to the 'me'. No sooner is a content of 
subjectivi~ty made out than it is at once pro
jected intp the object world. This is the 
peculiar t~eme of our social psychology. The 
recogni tioln of the social character of the self, 
that the ailii of our experience are not secon
dary infer!red obj ects with 'l.vhich our reason en
dovls direcitly perceived physical things I but 
constructs whose content is derived from sub
jective cOlnsciousness - this recognition in
volves thel objectifying of a content which used 
to belong to the subj ect. 24 

As a conclusion I hold that Head' 5 fundarnental insight 

into social psychology is that as a science it must rest on 
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a philosophic or speculative theory of man. I see Mead as 

attemp-ting "co clarify certain key concepts such as action, 

the social l causation and subjectivity. Through this 

clarification a more adequate methodology could be con

struc·ted for the investigation of man in the social world. 

Mead IS fundaIllental failure was an inadequate analysis of 

the subjective experience as experienced by the individual. 

A reapproach to the same problem from a different philoso

phical orientation has been at. tempted by Alfred Schutz and 

other phenomenologists. Although agreement does not entail 

correctness and without holding that the phenomenological 

analysis is adequate, I see ii: to Mead I s credit that the 

problems he saw as fundamental - temporality, subjectivity, 

selection and purpcDsive behaviour - are also the ones which 

are at the heart of the phenomenological analysis. 

I have tried to demonstrate in my essay that Mead's 

thought is more consistent and systematic than has been 

generally realized. Mead I s -thought ;,vas determined by the 

'root metaphor' of the social as a process of adjustment. 

He saw the working out of this process as the key to the 

reconciliation between the causal demands of science and 

the emergent nature of the universe, as the "ltlay to preserve 

the continuity of the self in a creative universe l as a 

justification of the merging of sociology and psychology 



116 

into social psychdlogy, as the way of scientifically 

approaching the e~perience of the individual in its full 

immediacy. 
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