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This course is a study of the self from the Sociological perspective.  We examine the development of the self and the integration of the self into society.  We will utilize two distinct perspectives on the human social actor: Cognitive Social Psychology and Symbolic Interactionism; each contributes a unique conceptualization of the nature of the self.  We will use these perspectives to gain complementary insights into what it means to be a human being in today’s society.  The objective of this course is to go beyond human intuition and “common sense” and gain an understanding of the complex nature of the self that is rigorous, sophisticated, and based on empirical research.

Cognitive Social Psychology views the self as an entity.  The self develops throughout the life course through processes of socialization, as the individual learns how to be a human being from the significant others and social institutions that are a part of everyday life.  From this perspective, we will examine the development of the self-concept, the totality of the thoughts, feelings, and sensory impressions with reference to the self as an object.  We will study the dimensions of the self-concept (including self-esteem, self-concept stability, and mattering) that motivate human behavior and orient a person to society in particular ways.  Cognitive Social Psychology investigates the “why” of the self, explaining the social and structural forces that result in the unique entity that is each distinct self, and the impact of that entity on the behavior of the individual.

Symbolic Interactionism views the self as a process.  From this perspective, the self is not a thing, but a way of being in the world.  This process also develops through socialization and is intimately tied to cognitive development.  We will explore the importance of symbols in the development of the ability to take the role of the other, and the importance of role taking in making social interaction, and, ultimately, society possible.  We will investigate the importance of shared meaning and the difficulties in relating to others raised by the failure to align our processual selves with each other.  Symbolic Interactionism investigates the “how” of the self, explaining the processes by which a person becomes able to interact with others and develops into a functioning participant in the social order.

With the two perspectives as a foundation, we will study important issues involving the self: self-presentation, the managing of our behavior in order to create an intended impression of ourselves in the minds of others; the integration of the self into the social order; and the problem of the self in a “post-modern” world. 

In our analysis of the self, we will pay special attention to the social institutions (gender, race, and socioeconomic status) that profoundly affect the development of the self as an entity and as a process.  

The course will meet twice each week.  Because of its important foundational nature, for each unit of study in Part I, the first week’s meetings will consist of a lecture on the topic of focus; in the following week, students will discuss, in seminar format under my direction, the issues raised in the lecture and the assigned readings; the goal of the discussion is an integrated and comprehensive understanding of the issues relevant to the topic at hand.  For Parts II and III, I will lecture for the first meeting, and we will discuss the readings in the second meeting of the week.  In the discussions, students will develop their analytical skills, applying the abstract concepts and processes learned from the lecture and assigned readings to everyday doings involving the self.  Participation in the discussions will account for 30% of the final grade in the course.

Beginning with Part II, each weekly discussion session will be conducted by students in pairs: assignment will be rotated through the class roster, so that each of you will have an opportunity to run the seminar discussion.  Those assigned will prepare the format for the second meeting and lead the discussion.  I ask that those responsible for leading the seminar discussion to talk with me about their plan of organization in advance.  We will expect that all of you will have done all the assigned readings for each week's session, in order that the discussions be as fruitful as possible.  Our goal is to conduct an intensive analysis of the issues covered each week.  Performance as discussion leader will determine 20% of the final grade.
Students will also conduct their own individual analyses of the self in several short papers.  Your task is to give a brief (5 pages) understanding of how each of the perspectives (Cognitive Social Psychology and Symbolic Interactionism) can explain a social situation relevant to the self.  Cumulatively, the short analyses will contribute 20% to the final grade.

Third, I believe that the issues you confront in this course will spark many and varied reactions from you.  To help you organize and understand these reactions, I ask you to keep a weekly journal, in which you record your thoughts, feelings, and insights concerning the issues covered by the week's readings and class discussion.  On Fridays, please pass in the journal of your reactions to that week's issues.  I believe that it would be helpful for you to integrate your spontaneous (and perhaps emotional) responses with more analytical assessment of these issues.  As I review your journals, I will suggest connections, further readings, or particular theories and concepts that could help you with this task.  Be assured that confidentiality will be strictly preserved.  The journals will not be graded.
Finally, all students will write a term paper on some issue relevant to the self.  The paper will be a major, in-depth investigation and analysis of an important issue suggested by the class discussions or readings.  I expect that you will use library resources beyond those of this course in your paper.  Please discuss the topic with me before proceeding.  The paper will determine 30% of the final grade.
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Part I:  The Development of the Self

The Self as an Entity: Cognitive Social Psychology  (2 weeks)


Elliott, Family Matters
The Self as Process: Symbolic Interactionism  (2 Weeks)


Humphries, Tearoom Trade
Part II:  Social Structure and the Self


Gender and the Self  (1 week)



Kimmel, The Gendered Society, Chs. 1, 2 or 3 or 4, 5, 6, 7, 11, 12

Race and the Self  (1 week)



Rothenberg, White Privilege

Socioeconomic Status and the Self  (2 weeks)



MacDonald, All Souls
Part III:  Self and Society 


The Presentational Self  (1 week)



Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life



The Self in Society  (1 week)



Sennett, Respect in a World of Inequality

Society in the Self  (1 Week)



Hearn, Moral Order and Social Disorder
Modernity and the Self  (1 week)



Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity

Individual and Community  (1 week)



Fromm, To Have or To Be?
