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Introduction

A variety of contemporary social theorists reject the possibility
of individual autonomy because of the crucial role of external social
entities in organizing individual psychological capacities. Foucault,
Bourdieu, Baudrillard, and Kroker and Cook’ all come to the conclu-
sion that social entities directly impose behavioral dispositions, emo-
tions, and cognitive capacities on individuals. As a result, they be-
lieve that society should be analyzed in terms of the logic, reproduc-
tion, or laws of social entities rather than the choices, decisions, or
preferences of individuals. Foucault, for example, argues that insti-
tutions like schools, prisons, factortes, and hospitals employ discur-
sive practices to constitute the individual self as an object of control.
Conceiving the self as an “effect” of social power, he does not view
individuality as a significant factor in social decision-making.?

However, accepting a thesis of the “social constitution” of the
self need not entail a rejection of individual autonomy. This paper
examines the social-psychological theory of George Herbert Mead
as an example of a strategy for conceiving individual identity as both
socially constituted and autonomous. 1 argue that Mead succeeds in
this task because he conceives the psychological conditions for the
impact of social phenomena on identity in such a way that autonomy
emerges from the process by which social conditions affect psycho-
logical organization. Specifically, I claim that Mead’s conception of
the formation of attitudes and process of thought makes it possible
for him to portray individual autonomy as the result of the impact of
the actions of others on an individual’s central nervous system.
Through his concept of taking the attitude of the other toward one-
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self, Mead is able to treat social conditions as provoking the autonomy
that contemporary social theorists deny. :

In Parts I and I1 of Mind, Self, and Society,® Mead uses a behav-
ioral approach to conceive the self as a process in which tl'le impact
of social phenomena creates a basis for autonomy in relation to the
social world. The linchpin of this analysis is a biological concept of
attitudes. According to Mead, attitudes are complete sequences of
social behavior located in the central nervous system. Attitudes func-
tion as responses to either external or internal stimulus and fsontain
all the necessary elements for executing social action, including laq-
guage, tactile feel, a sense of space, and the timing needed to goordl-
nate several actions.? For example, Mead claims that an experienced
rider can mount a horse because all the actions required for mount-
ing a horse are mapped into his central nervous system. Whep suc.h a
rider moves “to the proper side” of a horse and is “ready. to swing
himself into the saddle,” he can do so because the presence of the
horse “calls out” attitudes involving behavior toward m_ounti.ng
horses.®> Mead emphasizes that the central nervous system contains
an almost infinite variety of attitudes and that several aftitudes are
called out in response to a stimulus like the presence of _a.ho:)r-se.6 He
further argues that attitudes have a complex structure in W_hlch'the
“last behavior” orders all the other behaviors in a sequence of action.
Thus, the attitude of “swinging onto the horse” might order bchay-
jors such as moving to the proper side and putting the proper foot in
the stirrup.” o

Mead believes that the role of social conditions in the acquisition
of attitudes gives the self a social character. The acquisition of a.tti-
tudes involves a double process of communication, a process in which
“attitudes” are communicated from one individual to another and
another process in which attitudes are communicated within the in-
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dividual self. Mead connects each process with a specific form of the
“attitude of the other.” The acquisition of attitudes through commu-
nication from one person to another involves the attitude of the other
in the sense of a person incorporating the attitude involved in an-
other person or other persons’ actions into their own central nervous
system. In this context, Mead uses the term “attitude” to refer to both
the other person’s observable behavior and the idea or set of ideas
incorporated into that behavior. If Mead’s experienced rider was in-
structing a novice, his instructions on how to mount a horse would
be an attitude because they include both a motor behavior and a set
of ideas concerning proper mounting.® The novice would learn how
to mount a horse by adopting the attitudes manifested in the
instructor’s actions. The attitude of the instructor would then become
the attitude of the novice and when the novice approaches a horse in
the future, her responses will represent the attitude of the other be-
cause they represent the attitude of the instructor.?

Because attitudes are formed by adapting the attitude of the other
in the sense of incorporating another’s attitudes, all the behavioral
dispositions in the central nervous system are socially constituted.
The attitudes in the central nervous system correspond to a person’s
family, religion, geography, nationality, and other social institutions.
Individuals model their attitudes after particular others (namely, their
individual parents, teachers, peers, or ethnic group) or the “general-
ized other” (namely, the attitudes corresponding to society as a whole).
In the later part of Mind, Self and Society, Mead characterizes atti-
tudes as a whole as a “me” which represents the influence of society
on the self. Indeed, the formation of attitudes brings “the whole so-
cial process ... into the experience of the individuals involved in it.”1°

However, the social constitution of attitudes also gives attitudes
an independence in relation to the social conditions involved in their
formation. Rather than directly shape attitudes, the impact of social
conditions is to stimulate individuals to adopt an intermediate, tem-
porary “attitude” which functions to indicate social conditions to the
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more permanent attitudes. For instance, a novice rider might respond
to the ditections of an instructor by thinking to herself, “hmm, he
wants me to put my left foot in the stirrup.” To Mead, such an inter-
nal communication involves the novice taking the attitude of the other
toward herself because she is communicating the instructor’s direc-

tions to her own central nervous system as she would to another per- .

son. Thus, the impact of the instructor’s directions as a stimulus is to
provoke the response of forming an attitude that has the indepen-
dence required to communicate external social conditions to previ-
ously existing attitudes. In adopting the attitude of the other toward
herself, the novice is both receiving communication from the instruc-
tor as an “other” and sending her interpretation of that communica-
tion to her attitudes as an “other.”” Such a position or structure of
communication is temporary and dissolves upon the generation of a
behavioral response. However, the independence that individuals
assume when they adapt the attitude of the other toward themselves
means that the interpretations that they make when they indicate the
environment to themselves have an independence in relation to that
environment. As a result, the attitudes that are ultimately formed in
response to such indication have an autonomy in relation to social
stimulus even when they seek to represent the attitude of the other."
Returning to the example of the novice horsewoman, the atti-
tudes ultimately formed in response to the instructor’s directions are
independent of the instructor’s attitudes in giving the directions. The
instructor’s directions have an impact on the attitudes of the novice,
but their impact is in terms of stimulating a process of interpretation
that leads to a self-conditioning of atitudes. Thus, when the novice’s
indication of the instructor’s direction stimulates the behavioral re-
~sponse of an attempt to mount a horse based on the instructor’s di-
rections, that response might be a poor irnitation of proper mounting,.
Tt would only be with repeated efforts that the novice could ultimately
condition her reflexes to respond with proper horsemounting tech-
nigque when horsemounting is indicated. For Mead, this capacity for
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copditioning one’s own reflexes distinguishes human beings from
animals. A dog “can respond to [stimulus] but he cannot himself take
ahand, so to speak, in conditioning his own reflexes; his reflexes can
be conditioned by another but he cannot do it himself.”!2

V'Vl'lat is particularly interesting about Mead’s concept of the self- |

c:f)ndttloning involved in the formation of attitudes is the role of so-
cial conditions in establishing the independence of the self. In Mead’s
analysis of the formation of attitudes, the immediate impact of exter-
nal solcial conditions on individuals is to precipitate the development
of an independent psychological structure, that of taking the attitude
of the other toward the self. It is only through that independent struc-
ture that social conditions have their impact on the formation of the
more permarnent attitudes. Thus Mead is able to conceive the signifi-
cant role played by social conditions in the formation of the self as
the basis for the real autonomy of the self in the social world.

The impact of social conditions also provokes the central ner-
vous system to define a position of autonomy within the thought
process. For Mead, thought is the process through which the central
nervous system brings prospective behaviors into alignment with
expected conditions of action. Social conditions have an important
roi-e in this process because of their influence on the formation of the
attitudes which define behavioral options in advance. However, by
conceiving thought in terms of an individual’s taking the attitud:a of
the f)the_r towards her own attitudes, Mead is able to treat thought as
having an independence in relation to the social influences that de-
fine its content.

. For Mead, thought is synonymous with “intelligence,” “reason-
ing,” and “reflection” and occurs in the context of the stimulation of
the central nervous system by either external or internal conditions

'Wh.en the central nervous system is stimulated by an individual’s-
mdlf:ating an environmental situation to herself, it responds by gen-
era‘tmg several attitudes, in other words beginning several behaviors
which had been formed in relation to previous social conditions. These
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responses represent the attitude of the other in the sense of incorpo-
rating the attitudes of other agents, and embody the influence. of so-
cial conditions in the thought process. For Mead, thought functions
initially to inhibit the execution of these behaviors in action, thus
making possible the deliberative operations which allow one sequence
of action to be selected.” What Mead sees as the infinite complexity
of the central nervous system makes some kind of selection process
necessary. Because the human central nervous system contains a va-
riety of behaviors that could apply to situations and because these
behaviors respond to stimulus, it is impossible for humans to respond
coherently in the reflex manner of dogs and other animals. There are
too many reflexes pressing toward action. To act cohesively, human
beings need a mechanism to delay action and select an appropriate
line of behavior.™
For Mead, the ability to delay action and select a response Opens
up the possibility of exercising control over the environment and
one’s responses. Because human beings can “hold” their responses,
they have the capacity of analyzing the environment and adjusting

their responses in turn.

Man is distinguished by that power of analysis of the field of
stimulation which enables him to pick out one stimulus rather
than another and so to hold on to the response that belongs to
that stimulus, picking it out from others, and recombining it
with others. You cannot get a lock to work. You notice cer-
tain elements, each of which brings out a certain sort of re-
sponse; and what you are doing is holding on to these pro-
cesses of response by giving attention to the object.’®

To continue with the example, inhibiting whatever actions her
central nervous system had prepared to undertake in response to the
broken lock allows an individual to search out the situation and indi-
cate elements that answer to certain of her previously—established
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responses. For instance, someone could search their pockets for some-
thl.ng .that could serve as a “pick” and answer to the .responses of
picking a lock” which develop in the wake of not getting the lock to
vYoFk. B_y bringing the environmental stimulus (the pick) into an af-
finity with the available response (picking a lock), an individual ulti-
=r{rlately can act on the response of “opening the lock” that was ini-
tlally. frustrated by the failure of the lock. Mead ‘emphasiz.es that
t‘{t]hmking is an elaborate process of ... presenting the world so that
it will be favorable for conduct, so that the ends of the life of th
form may be reached.” - )
Thought involves adopting the attitude of the other in the sense
f’f taking the attitude of the other toward oneself. “The process [of
intelligence] is made possible by the mechanism of the central ner-
vous system, which permits the individual’s taking of the attitude of
the other toward himself, and thus becoming an object for himself.”"”
.Thus t.hought inhibits the movement of attitudes toward execution
by tgkmg the attitude of the other toward its own attitudes. Itis b
treating both its own attitudes and external conditions as'objectsy
th.at thought is able to bring the organism’s responses into affinit ,
with the character of the environment, Like indication, thought isZt
temporary §tmcture which is independent in relation to the more per-
rflanent attitudes and the social conditions involved in their forma-
t1'on.,However, the independence of thought is bound up with its so-
cial .ch.aracter. The elaboration of thought as a sepérate structure is
pre01p1‘Fated directly by the movement of attitudes and indirectly by
Fhe social agents represented by those attitudes. Likewise, in select-
1rt1§t-a drespon;eh to be executed as action, thought is decid,ing which
attitudes, and hence whic ial i i i
rocsse ot e sl h social influences, are predominate in the
However, thought and action are also distinct from indication
and the formation of attitudes. Where the adoption of the attitude of
the. other creates a process of communication in the formation of
attitudes, adopting the attitude of the other toward oneself creates an
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exercise of force in the generation of thought. In conceiving thought
as an inhibition of behavior, Mead treats the movement of attitudes

“toward action as & force in the central nervous system and thought as
a counter-force that takes the attitude of the other toward the atti-
tudes. Itis as a coun gains its independence

ter-force that thought
from the social conditions represented in the attitudes. Deliberation
is the continued exercise of this counter-force until an individual cre-
ates an affinity between the environmental situation and the selected
acts on it, thereby dissolving the whole formation or-
d the attitude of the other. In this sense, the exercise of
des determines which social con-

response, and

ganized aroun
force to attitw

thought as a counter-
ditions have direct influence OVet action.

Conclusion
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