
That the “I” of common speech has a meaning
which includes some sort of reference to other

persons is involved in the very fact that the word
and the ideas it stands for are phenomena of lan-
guage and the communicative life. It is doubtful
whether it is possible to use language at all without
thinking more or less distinctly of some one else,
and certainly the things to which we give names and
which have a large place in reflective thought are
almost always those which are impressed upon us
by our contact with other people. Where there is no
communication there can be no nomenclature and
no developed thought. What we call “me,” “mine,”
or “myself” is, then, not something separate from
the general life, but the most interesting part of it, a
part whose interest arises from the very fact that it
is both general and individual. That is, we care for
it just because it is that phase of the mind that is liv-
ing and striving in the common life, trying to
impress itself upon the minds of others. “I” is a mil-
itant social tendency, working to hold and enlarge
its place in the general current of tendencies. So far
as it can it waxes, as all life does. To think of it as
apart from society is a palpable absurdity of which
no one could be guilty who really saw it as a fact of
life.

“Der Mensch erkennt sich nur im
Menschen, nur

Das Leben lehret jedem was er sei.”*

If a thing has no relation to others of which one
is conscious he is unlikely to think of it at all, and if
he does think of it he cannot, it seems to me, regard
it as emphatically his. The appropriative sense is
always the shadow, as it were, of the common life,
and when we have it we have a sense of the latter in
connection with it. Thus, if we think of a secluded
part of the woods as “ours,” it is because we think,
also, that others do not go there. As regards the body
I doubt if we have a vivid my-feeling about any part

of it which is not thought of, however vaguely, as
having some actual or possible reference to some-
one else. Intense self-consciousness regarding it
arises along with instincts or experiences which
connect it with the thought of others. Internal
organs, like the liver, are not thought of as peculiar-
ly ours unless we are trying to communicate some-
thing regarding them, as, for instance, when they are
giving us trouble and we are trying to get sympathy.

“I,” then, is not all of the mind, but a peculiar-
ly central, vigorous, and well-knit portion of it, not
separate from the rest but gradually merging into it,
and yet having a certain practical distinctness, so
that a man generally shows clearly enough by his
language and behavior what his “I” is as distin-
guished from thoughts he does not appropriate. It
may be thought of, as already suggested, under the
analogy of a central colored area on a lighted wall.
It might also, and perhaps more justly, be compared
to the nucleus of a living cell, not altogether sepa-
rate from the surrounding matter, out of which
indeed it is formed, but more active and definitely
organized. The reference to other persons involved
in the sense of self may be distinct and particular, as
when a boy is ashamed to have his mother catch
him at something she has forbidden, or it may be
vague and general, as when one is ashamed to do
something which only his conscience, expressing
his sense of social responsibility, detects and disap-
proves; but it is always there. There is no sense of
“I,” as in pride or shame, without its correlative
sense of you, or he, or they. Even the miser gloating
over his hidden gold can feel the “mine” only as he
is aware of the world of men over whom he has
secret power; and the case is very similar with all
kinds of hidden treasure. Many painters, sculptors,
and writers have loved to withhold their work from
the world, fondling it in seclusion until they were
quite done with it; but the delight in this, as in all
secrets, depends upon a sense of the value of what
is concealed.
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* “Only in man does man know himself, life alone teaches each one what he is.” Goethe, Tasso, act 2, sc. 3.



2 The Looking-Glass Self

I remarked above that we think of the body as
“I” when it comes to have social function or signif-
icance, as when we say “I am looking well today,”
or “I am taller than you are.” We bring it into the
social world, for the time being, and for that reason
put our self-consciousness into it. Now it is curious,
though natural, that in precisely the same way we
may call any inanimate object “I” with which we
are identifying our will and purpose. This is notable
in games, like golf or croquet, where the ball is the
embodiment of the player’s fortunes. You will hear
a man say, “I am in the long grass down by the third
tee,” or “I am in position for the middle arch.” So a
boy flying a kite will say “I am higher than you,” or
one shooting at a mark will declare that he is just
below the bullseye.

In a very large and interesting class of cases the
social reference takes the form of a somewhat defi-
nite imagination of how one’s self—that is any idea
he appropriates—appears in a particular mind, and
the kind of self-feeling one has is determined by the
attitude toward this attributed to that other mind. A
social self of this sort might be called the reflected
or looking glass self:

“Each to each a looking-glass

Reflects the other that doth pass.”

As we see our face, figure, and dress in the
glass, and are interested in them because they are
ours, and pleased or otherwise with them according
as they do or do not answer to what we should like
them to be; so in imagination we perceive in anoth-
er’s mind some thought of our appearance, man-
ners, aims, deeds, character, friends, and so on, and
are variously affected by it.

A self-idea of this sort seems to have three
principal elements: the imagination of our appear-
ance to the other person; the imagination of his

judgment of that appearance, and some sort of self-
feeling, such as pride or mortification. The compar-
ison with a looking-glass hardly suggests the second
element, the imagined judgment, which is quite
essential. The thing that moves us to pride or shame
is not the mere mechanical reflection of ourselves,
but an imputed sentiment, the imagined effect of
this reflection upon another’s mind. This is evident
from the fact that the character and freight of that
other, in whose mind we see ourselves, makes all
the difference with our feeling. We are ashamed to
seem evasive in the presence of a straightforward
man, cowardly in the presence of a brave one, gross
in the eyes of a refined one, and so on. We always
imagine, and in imagining share, the judgments of
the other mind. A man will boast to one person of an
action—say some sharp transaction in trade—which
he would be ashamed to own to another.

It should be evident that the ideas that are asso-
ciated with self-feeling and form the intellectual
content of the self cannot be covered by any simple
description, as by saying that the body has such a
part in it, friends such a part, plans so much, etc.,
but will vary indefinitely with particular tempera-
ments and environments. The tendency of the self,
like every aspect of personality, is expressive of far-
reaching hereditary and social factors, and is not to
be understood or predicted except in connection
with the general life. Although special, it is in no
way separate—specialty and separateness are not
only different but contradictory, since the former
implies connection with a whole. The object of self-
feeling is affected by the general course of history,
by the particular development of nations, classes,
and professions, and other conditions of this sort.


