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Part I – Mead, Sociology, and Modernity




Chapter 1 – Introduction 

What you have inherited from your fathers, you must earn in order to possess.
Goethe


Alfred North Whitehead once wrote that “a science which hesitates to forget its founders is lost,”  Alfred Whitehead, The Aims of Education (New York: Macmillan, 1929), 162. referring to the need to separate the history of science from theory construction. It is my contention that, on the contrary, theory construction in the social sciences actually benefits from historically accurate reconstructions of the founding fathers of those disciplines. The purpose of this book is to produce a historically rigorous reconstruction of Mead that can be of use to contemporary social and political theorists. In particular, I shall favor the angle of the reception of Mead’s ideas in sociology. There are two reasons that justify this decision. Firstly, with the exception of social psychology, in no other scientific discipline does Mead enjoy the status of a classic author. Secondly, as my reconstruction will show, a much neglected contribution of Mead to contemporary social science focuses on the societal shift towards modernity, one of sociology’s constitutive themes.

Throughout most of the twentieth century, many of the social sciences and humanistic disciplines organized themselves around the methodological fault line dividing the “historicist” and “presentist” approaches. Separated by intellectual style as well as substance, these two camps have long viewed each other with a certain amount of incomprehension, and dialogue has effectively broken down. It is my wish to suggest the ultimately untenable nature of such a dichotomy. Historicist methods can and should be used to attain presentist aims. This is the general methodological strategy behind the reconstruction of Mead’s thinking presented in this book. I will not only make use of a methodology usually connected with historicist works – archival research – but I will also pay attention to the relevant contexts in which Mead worked in order to pursue a goal commonly associated with presentist texts, namely to retrieve from past texts the lessons needed to solve contemporary problems. The originality of my thesis consists not so much in a discussion of the ways contemporary social and political theories can make use of Mead’s insights, as in providing a fresh and sustained re-interpretation of his ideas. An examination of all the relevant secondary literature on Mead will show that there are virtually no precedents for reconstructing his thought in the manner I propose. The relevance of this is revealed as soon as one realizes that the image currently held of Mead in sociology and social psychology fails to do justice to some of his areas of interest, as well as to the systematic nature of his thought. 

This last remark ties in with the way the structure of this book is conceived. Taking into account every single element of the corpus of Mead’s writings, published and unpublished, as well as several lecture transcripts from his classes on various topics, I will produce a triadic reconstruction of his system of thought. Resorting to an architectonic metaphor, I suggest that Mead’s intellectual edifice is sustained upon the pillars of science, of social psychology, and of politics. Furthermore, I contend that these pillars are better understood as responses to fundamental modern problematics. As I try to show, Mead investigates the problem of consciousness, its epistemological conditions and its radical democratic implications, as a social theorist seeking to respond to some of the inescapable questions modernity imposes on us moderns. My methodological strategy has two different implications. The first is related to the meaning of Mead’s writings. The method I employ here allows me 1) to go beyond the existing secondary literature on Mead by identifying the three constitutive problem-areas around which his thinking evolved and 2) it paves the way for an original reconstruction of each of these pillars and hence of the system itself, one which combines a genetic or historical reconstruction with a reconstruction according to themes. The second implication of my methodological strategy is a new understanding of the relevance of Mead’s work, no longer limited to his account of the social nature of the self. The relative merit of Mead’s responses to three fundamental modern problematics can thus be appreciated in comparison to responses to those same fundamental questions from other modern authors, from classical figures such as Hobbes or Hegel to contemporary thinkers. In sum, I try to answer the questions of “How should one read Mead?” and of “Why should we read Mead today?” in an articulated way, thus suggesting that the meaning and the relevance of any given author’s work are but different sides of the same coin.

My chief contention regarding the internal organization of Mead’s system of thinking is that the pillar of science takes logical precedence over the two other pillars. Indeed, the cornerstone of Mead’s intellectual building is, I suggest, his conception of science as a problem-solving activity. His writings and lectures on the history and philosophy of science amply corroborate this assertion. Mead equates the societal shift to modernity with a progressive control of mankind over nature through the systematic application of the “method of intelligence,” i.e., the experimental method of science. The emergence of experimental science is given a pivotal role with the advent of modern times, whose method is said to be the very process of “evolution grown self-conscious.” The history of the human species and the history of science thus become interrelated at the moment when mastery of the experimental method allowed mankind, for the first time, to gain some control over its own process of evolution, understood as a creative adaptation to the surrounding environment. To provide an accurate account of such a phylogenetic process is one of the aims of a “scientific social psychology;” another is to show that the history of the evolution of the species is reflected in the developmental process of individual human beings. Ontogenesis and phylogenesis are two facets of the same evolutionary process, a process that social psychology is deemed to reconstruct in a scientific fashion. The perspective of the research scientist bears a strong resemblance to the attitude of the “generalized other,” one of the conceptual elements adduced by Mead to explain the social character of ontogeny. Both share an orientation to abstraction, impersonality, and objectivity. The same can be said, however, of the attitude of the critical moral agent or of the statesman. In fact, Mead’s writings on morals and politics should be given the status of applied research insofar as a science of politics and morals is one of his chief aims. The resolution of practical moral and political problems is to be achieved through the application of the method of intelligence. Intelligent social reform and moral reconstruction are, then, the promises of Mead’s scientific approach to the “social or moral order.”

To reiterate the architectonic metaphor that will guide my argument throughout this book, there are two other pillars that sustain Mead’s intellectual edifice. The pillar of social psychology is certainly Mead’s most well-known research area. This is not surprising since not only was Mead a social psychologist, but the main vehicle of his ideas for posterity is Mind, Self and Society, a posthumously published set of lecture transcripts from his course on advanced social psychology. The originality of his social conception of the human self helps to explain how Mead came to occupy a place in the canon of twentieth-century social theory. Almost as a rule, social scientists and theorists tend to accept at face value the canonical status of Mind, Self and Society as the most faithful and complete account of Mead’s social psychology. In my view, there are good reasons to abandon this way of approaching Mead’s thinking on social psychology. Making use of my findings at the Mead Papers archive, held in the University of Chicago, as well as all of Mead’s published articles on social psychology and philosophy of education, I will offer a distinct portrait of Mead as a social psychologist. Firstly, Mead’s published essays will provide the textual evidence needed to reconstruct the main stages of the development of his social psychology. Secondly, Mead’s published and unpublished manuscripts will be analyzed in order to show the importance of educational issues for Mead until about the mid-1910s. Thirdly, resorting to an almost unknown collection of essays on social psychology and education prepared by Mead for publication, as well as to student notes from other offerings of the course on advanced social psychology, I will argue that some of the criticisms usually leveled at Mead can be shown to derive from the incomplete portrait that Mind, Self and Society offers of Mead’s social psychology. Finally, I will critically address one of the most influential interpretations of Mead’s ideas in the past two decades. I refer to Jürgen Habermas’s claim that Mead is responsible for the paradigm shift from purposive to communicative action, as presented in The Theory of Communicative Action. Despite its theoretical sophistication, Habermas’s interpretation of Mead is not without problems. In my opinion, the most serious question that can be raised is the extent to which it is fair to criticize Mead for failing to provide an analysis of the “material reproduction of societies.” Habermas suggests that Mead’s inability to study phenomena such as warfare, political struggles and class conflicts stems from the “idealistic deviation” that allegedly his social theory suffers from. 

As I will show in the last part of my book, such a criticism can be leveled at Mead only if one ignores a whole pillar of his intellectual edifice. Indeed, and again resorting to both published and unpublished materials, I shall discuss Mead’s account of the shift towards modernity from the point of view of the processes of industrialization, immigration, and urban growth. Another relevant aspect concerns Mead’s treatment of the main military conflict of his lifetime, World War I. In all these cases, I will try to show how Mead envisages the successful resolution of concrete social, political, and moral problems through the application of the method of intelligence. My next step will be to assess Mead’s theory of deliberative democracy and his scientific approach to morals. Despite the deficiencies that can be pointed out in his proposals, the fact remains that Mead is able to show that moral and political theories require sound social theoretical foundations. In particular, Mead’s moral and political thought will be shown to be a valuable resource for contemporary theorists interested in providing their models of deliberative democracy with a socio-linguistic foundation. Such is, in my opinion, Mead’s main contribution to today’s moral and political theory. This book will, then, be brought to an end with a critical reflection on the need to complement a historically-minded reconstruction of our predecessors with a theoretically sustained examination of the inescapable questions they sought to answer. These are the questions that Simmel seminally described as those that “we have so far been unable either to answer or to dismiss.”  Georg Simmel, The Philosophy of Money (London: Routledge, 1978), 53. Attesting to Simmel’s influence on Chicago thinkers (he had taught a number of them in Germany), Mead reviewed the original German edition of this book: see “Review of Philosophie des Geldes by Georg Simmel.” Journal of Political Economy 9 (1900-1). That these very same questions still motivate much of our work today shows that it is both possible and desirable to learn from Mead, as a partner in an imaginary conversation, the best ways to respond to the central problematics of our “modern times.”


Cambridge, August 2007

Chapter 2 – Mead and the Modern Problematic of Selfhood

Sociology and modernity: from a fetishized modernity to multiple modernities 

In my view, there is no better vantage point from which to discuss Mead’s work than that provided by the relation between sociology and modernity. There are several reasons that justify this contention. To begin with, Mead’s place in the sociological canon was largely due to his seminal ideas on a fundamental problem area of modernity, the question of selfhood (see chapter 3). This is why we still study his work today: his work has inspired generations of sociologists in their quest for understanding the modern self, whose ambivalent entwining of individualization and universalization is one of the most intriguing aspects of the societal shift towards modernity. Second, as I have suggested elsewhere,  Filipe Carreira da Silva, G. H. Mead. A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), chapter 8. I believe there are structural similarities between Mead’s Progressive Era and our age. In particular, I subscribe to Peter Wagner’s contention that Western modernity faced its first crisis at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century and is currently facing its second crisis.  Peter Wagner, A Sociology of Modernity. Liberty and Discipline (London: Routledge, 1994). To bear in mind that these periods of crisis were preceded by relatively long periods of confidence in the possibilities of modernity to fulfill its promises helps one realize the similar character of the intellectual challenges facing Mead then and us today: whereas Mead had to come up with an alternative to “absolutist standpoints based on theological and metaphysical presuppositions,”  Robert J. Antonio, “After Postmodernism: Reactionary Tribalism,” American Journal of Sociology 106, no. 2 (2000), 77. one of the challenges our generation faces is to overcome the excesses of, on the one side, positivism and structuralism and, on the other side, post-modernism and post-structuralism (and many other “post-”isms that characterize contemporary social sciences discourse). 

To these two reasons why the relation between sociology and modernity is a relevant interpretive framework of Mead’s contributions I would like to add a third, incidentally the one to which this chapter is devoted. I refer to modernity itself or, if you will, the philosophical and sociological reflection on modernity. Of course, to refer to a phenomenon as complex as “modernity” in the singular is not without problems. “Modernity”, in the singular, is one of the best illustrations of Gallie’s conception of “essentially contested concepts:” W. B. Gallie, “Essentially Contested Concepts,” in Philosophy and the Historical Understanding, Gallie, W.B., ed. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1964).  the plurality of meanings encompassed by the expression “modernity” include, without any pretension to exhaustiveness, an empirical reality amenable to scientific analysis, an epistemological condition, and a temporal framework. In fact, there are good reasons to abandon a singular, monolithic conception of modernity. As Bernard Yack has recently argued, treating modernity as a coherent and fully integrated unit tends to “fetishize modern thought and experience,” which “once tended to broaden and deepen rebellious and revolutionary sentiments,” while today, “with the collapse of hopes for such a revolution, the fetishism of modernities is much more likely to promote an exaggerated passivity.”  Bernard Yack, The Fetishism of Modernities. Epochal Self-Consciousness in Contemporary Social and Political Thought (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), 130. Moreover, to fetishize modernity is to misrepresent it. Far from acknowledging its huge internal variety and contradictions, to conceive of “modernity” as a single phenomenon is a fatally flawed understanding of it. 

The risk of fetishizing modernity is particularly acute among sociologists. Ever since Karl Manheim’s 1936 observation that “out of the investigation into the social determination of history arises sociology,”  Karl Manheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 1972), 222. sociologists have been accustomed to conceive of sociology and modernity as twin projects. The foundational narrative of the discipline taught to sociology undergraduates reinforces this idea, year after year. With the emergence of modernity, the scientific conditions for a science of society were made available; in turn, the object par excellence of this new social science was exactly the manifold expressions of the societal shift towards modernization, from mass urbanization and industrialization to the emergence of specifically modern forms of sociability. I am not suggesting, of course, that every sociological analysis of modernity can be criticized for fetishizing it. Most do not. The sociological study of the new forms of association that emerge in modern societies is often nuanced and sensitive enough to the fact that the mutually constitutive entanglement of “modern” and “traditional” elements is many times a central feature of individual trajectories, the collective action of groups and associations, and even national societies. Yet some of the most influential contemporary sociological reflections on modernity do tend to conceive modernity in an excessively coherent way, as if it constitutes an integrated whole with little or no space for diversity, plurality and internal divergence and dissent. A case in point is Habermas’s conception of modernity as an “unfinished project.” 

In works like The Theory of Communicative Action (1981) and The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (1985), Habermas suggests the outline of a theory of modernity that aims at reconciling the positive (or affirmative) proposals of Talcott Parsons with the critical understanding of modernity of Marx, Horkheimer and Adorno, as well as with Weber’s simultaneously positivistic and critical analysis of this phenomenon. To begin with, it is important to bear in mind that Habermas distinguishes two ways of conceiving of modern societies. On the one hand, one can adopt the perspective of an external observer. The material and institutional reproduction of society is guaranteed by the economy and the bureaucratic state, two social subsystems that tend to be differentiated under modern conditions and that are governed by the steering media “money” and “power,” respectively. Habermas uses the concept of “system” to designate this perspective and associates it with specific types of rationality, namely strategic and instrumental. On the other hand, this systemic perspective of modern social formations can be complemented with a participant’s point of view. Habermas uses the concept of “lifeworld” to express this perspective: the largely unquestioned shared experience of all social participants, that includes traditions, culture and language, becomes increasingly autonomized in modern conditions into three different subsystems, namely culture, society and personality. In these realms, communicative rationality allows for a coordination of human conduct according to the uncoerced force of the best argument. 

At this point it is relevant to emphasize that the system-lifeworld distinction is itself a modern product. This distinction emerges as the processes of societal rationalization and cultural rationalization gradually take place. Whereas the former process refers to the internal differentiation of the “system” in the subsystems of economy and the state, a process of rationalization that led to the hegemony of instrumental rationality in these realms, cultural rationalization designates processes first of differentiation and then of autonomization within the lifeworld, and in particular, in the cultural subsystem. Habermas explains this latter process in the following way: “With science and technology, with autonomous art and the values of expressive self-presentation, with universal legal and moral representations, there emerges a differentiation of three value spheres, each of which follows its own logic.” (TCA1, 163-164 – italics in the original)  References to the following works by Habermas will be made parenthetically in the text using the following abbreviations: KHI – Knowledge and Human Interests, Jeremy Shapiro, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998; originally published in 1968); TCA1 – Reason and Rationalization of Society, Vol. 1 of The Theory of Communicative Action, Thomas McCarthy, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1986; originally published in 1981); TCA2 – Lifeworld and System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason, Vol. 2 of The Theory of Communicative Action, Thomas McCarthy, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987; originally published in 1981); PDM – The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, Frederick Lawrence, trans. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987; originally published in 1985); PT – Postmetaphysical Thinking: Philosophical Essays, William Hohengarten, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998; originally published in 1988); BFN – Between Facts and Norms. Contributons to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, William Rehg, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997; originally published in 1992). In other words, what Habermas is suggesting is that when science, art, and politics come to be practiced according to their “own logic,” the project of modernity will be completed. At this light, the incoherence between these value spheres is not analyzed as such, but as a sign of the incompleteness of the project of modernity. It is not hard to see the limitations of Habermas’s perspective. By presupposing a general movement towards ever greater harmonious coherence, Habermas precludes the possibility that modernity is ultimately compatible with, or even might be defined by, the incoherence between those value spheres. There are simply no strong reasons to believe that as modernity unfolds greater internal coherence might occur. 

A fundamentally different conception of modernity has been suggested in recent years by S. N. Eisenstadt and others.  See, for example, S. N. Eisenstadt, ed. Multiple Modernities (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2002); Dominic Sachsenmaier, Jens Riedel, and S. N. Eisenstadt, eds. Reflections on Multiple Modernities. European, Chinese and Other Interpretations (Leiden: Brill, 2002); S. N. Eisenstadt, ed. Comparative Civilizations and Multiple Modernities, Part II (Leiden: Brill, 2003); Luis Roniger and Carlos H. Waisman, eds. Globality and Multiple Modernities. Comparative North American and Latin American Perspectives (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2002); Göran Therborn, “Entangled Modernities,” European Journal of Social Theory 6, no. 3 (2003). Contrary to Habermas’s unfinished project of modernity, and also differently from the postmodernist narrative of the end of modernity (hence ultimately self-defeating), these authors believe that to conceive of “multiple modernities” is the best way of coping with the irreducible differences between different civilizational interpretations of the modern program. The plurality of interpretations of modernity suggested by this paradigm is, in my view, a refreshing and important corrective to the only too common equation of Europeanization with modernization. Still, the “multiple modernities” proposal is itself open to criticism. In particular, authors working within this paradigm tend not only to privilege transnational or intercivilizational comparisons, thus ignoring the regional and local levels of analysis, but also to assume that the differences separating modern societies or civilizations are larger and more significant than those distinguishing modern from traditional ones. As Volker Schmidt rightly points out, the conception of “multiple modernities suggests homogeneity within civilizations; at least more so than across civilizations.”  Volker H. Schmidt, “Multiple Modernities or Varieties of Modernity?,” Current Sociology 54, no. 1 (2006), 88.  It seems that the “multiple modernities” paradigm tends to change one kind of fetishizing for another. Whereas the theories of modernization of the 1950s and 1960s are accused of fetishizing Western modernity (more specifically, the variant of modernity developed in the United States after the end of World War II), the “multiple modernities” alternative can be charged of fetishizing civilizational and national interpretations of modernity at the expense of both smaller analytical levels and previous developmental stages. 

There is yet another difficulty associated with this proposal. To be rigorous, it is not so much a direct implication of the conception of a plurality of paths to modernity as it is a relativistic appropriation of this insight. I refer to suggestions such as the one put forth by Ibrahim Kaya, to whom “[e]xisting social theory, a product of western experience, cannot be valid for analysing non-western experiences of modernity.”  Ibrahim Kaya, “Modernity, Openness, Interpretation: A Perspective on Multiple Modernities,” Social Science Information 43, no. 1 (2004), 50. In my view, this sort of argument is based upon a fundamental misunderstanding, the clarification of which takes us back to my previous remarks on the relation between sociology and modernity.

My point can be summarized as follows: the relation between a social theoretical-scientific endeavor and the cultural horizon in which it is produced does not determine its epistemic insularization. The problems of incommensurability between different paradigms, as Thomas Kuhn explained a generation ago,  Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1962). are essentially problems of translation. To curtail the possibility of intercultural dialogue, or dialogue between “western” and “non-western” theorists (at any rate, an unsustainable distinction), is tantamount to conceiving of science as a type of human activity not amenable to trans-cultural exchange and interpretation, a sort of an archipelago with no bridges or any connections of any sort between the multiple islands that compose it. Self-referentiality is certainly a useful concept for shedding light on the limitations of the human ability to see beyond one’s horizon of interpretation, cultural or of a different sort. But it is far from being appropriate for describing scientific activity: what do contemporary social theorists do other than engage in an imaginary worldwide “republic of ideas”, in a continuous effort to interpret one another, to learn from one another? 

The way out of this postmodern re-edition of the classical journey of the Argonauts between Scylla and Charybdis (i.e., by avoiding the excesses incurred by modernization theories, some postmodernists fall into the error of epistemic insularization), in my opinion, lies in a historically sensitive conception of modernity that avoids its fetishizing but that is, simultaneously, founded upon a dialogical conception of rationality and knowledge that allows intercultural exchange and learning. In other words, Mead’s writings, as with any other classical thinker for that matter, should be analyzed as contributions made within a historically specific variant of modernity but that can, at least in principle, be used in the resolution of problems in some other variant of modernity. In the present book, however, I am concerned with a slightly different possibility – how can we learn from Mead approximately a century after his time?

The crises of Western modernity, modern social imaginaries, and the modern problematics: Building bridges between Mead and contemporary theorists

I believe the first step towards responding to that question has been suggested by Peter Wagner in A Sociology of Modernity (1994). Within the socio-cultural horizon of what can be called the “Western variant of modernity,”   To be rigorous, one can distinguish between a European and a North American sub-variant or strand within the Western variant of modernity. On the evolving image of “America” as the epitome of modernity for successive generations of European social thinkers, see Peter Wagner, Theorizing Modernity. Inescapability and Attainability in Social Theory (London: Sage, 2001), 108-124. Wagner identifies an “early, restricted liberal, modernity in the Northwestern quarter of the world”  Peter Wagner, A Sociology of Modernity. Liberty and Discipline (London: Routledge, 1994), 55. emerging between the late eighteenth and the mid-nineteenth centuries. By the time Mead began his intellectual career, from the 1890s onwards, this early liberal modernity was in crisis. With the First World War, most of the Enlightenment hopes of steady and gradual social progress were shattered into pieces. But the skeptical mood towards liberal capitalist modernity had begun long before, first with the Marxian political economic critique and later with Weber’s critique of the modern tendencies to bureaucratization and instrumental rationalization. Mead’s time was, in short, the time of the first crisis of the Western variant of modernity. The reaction of a whole generation of thinkers and activists to this sense of crisis, through a combination of science and political reformism, became known as the “Progressive Era,” an era when “progress” ceased to be associated with the liberal creed on rational individualism to assume a clearly social character.  One of the most authoritative studies of the intellectual climate of this period is James Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory. Social Democracy and Progressivism in European and American Thought, 1870-1920 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). On the conceptual history of the notion of “progress,” see e.g. Jeffrey Alexander and Piotr Sztompka (eds.), Rethinking Progress: Movements, Forces, and Ideas at the End of the 20th Century (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990). Liberal rationalism, and its characteristic abstractions, was being submitted to critical scrutiny: its rationalist, individualist and mechanistic conception of science, which suggested artificial disciplinary boundaries, was the central target. In this light, it should not come as a surprise that one of Mead’s most important early essays, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines” (1900), is devoted precisely to the question of devising an epistemological alternative that avoids such artificial scientific boundaries: “all analytical thought commences with the presence of problems and the conflict between different lines of action.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” Philosophical Review 9 (1900), 2. Such a unitary, problem-solving conception of science is, as we shall later see in detail, a stepping stone of pragmatist epistemology.

In an important move towards my own argument, Wagner argues that there are structural similarities between this first crisis of modernity and the second, currently under way.  See Wagner, A Sociology of Modernity, 175ff.  There are several points in common uniting these two historical periods. Perhaps the most important is that they were both preceded by relatively long periods of confidence in the possibilities of modernity to realize its promises. For a moment in time, humankind seemed able to attain unlimited progress by means of the rational mastery of the problems of the world, social and natural alike. This is exactly what defines modernism: an unquestionable confidence in the human ability to know itself and the world, thus ruling both without any reference to any other authority than human reason.  Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 10. When this confidence subsided, both generations that followed were confronted with the challenge of making sense of a world in transition, a world where trust in the possibilities of modernity was replaced by the need to cope with the incertitude brought about by sweeping economic, cultural, and social transformations. This is what, in broad terms, connects us today to Mead and his generation – a shared understanding that, in times of profound epistemological uncertainty and rapid socio-economic change, social sciences have to abandon traditional rigid schemes in favor of more processual and creativity-friendly models. While inescapably modern, one does not have necessarily to be modernist.

The second step in my answer to the abovementioned question of how we can learn from Mead today is related to the existence of distinctive problematics in each variant of modernity.  A similar conceptualization of the notion of “problématique” can be found in Peter Wagner, Theorizing Modernity. See also S. N. Eisenstadt, “Foreword: Some Observations on New Directions in Creative Social Research,” in Creative Social Research. Rethinking Theories and Methods, Ananta Kumar Giri, ed. (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2004); Donald Levine, Visions of the Sociological Tradition (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995), 306 ff..  The point I am trying to make is that, although the context-specific character of any given text or discourse forces one to acknowledge that the essence of historical explanation lies in providing as accurate a portrait of the surrounding circumstances as possible, one can reconstruct common problem-areas faced by different generations of social and political theorists. At a fundamental level, the problematics that we struggle with today are the same problematics that Mead coped with a century ago, and that, a century before him, Hegel had already tried to come to grips with. It is in this specific sense that one should interpret Habermas’s observation that Hegel “is not the first philosopher who belongs to modern times, but he is the first for whom modernity became a problem.” (PDM, 43) What are then the basic components of this problem? In order to answer this question one needs first to distinguish between the basic components of modernity as a problem (what we may call the “modern problematics”) and what Charles Taylor, whose status as a leading Hegel scholar is certainly not a trivial point here, calls the three basic “modern social imaginaries.” Whereas the former refer to a set of general challenges of a theoretical nature (e.g. the modern reflection on the conditions for the production of scientific knowledge), the latter are related to forms of social self-understanding that are distinctive of modern times, i.e. “the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations.”  Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 23. 

To begin with, one should notice that Taylor does not refer to the modern social imaginary. Well aware of the difficulties of such a monist conception of modernity, he opts instead to associate his work with the “multiple modernities” paradigm. Right after the opening sentence, “From the beginning, the number one problem of modern social science has been modernity itself,” Taylor qualifies his position by observing that this problem today needs to be reformulated: “Is there a single phenomenon here, or do we need to speak of “multiple modernities” (…)?”  Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 1. By providing an affirmative answer to this question Taylor wishes, in a very similar way to my own intentions, to contribute to an eventual inter-cultural dialogue between Western and non-Western variants of modernity by “describing the social imaginary of the modern West.”  Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 196. By definition, any given variant of modernity possesses a specific set of ideas about how we should act. In the case of the Western variant, Taylor suggests that the liberal political philosophy associated with the work of Grotius and Locke is the most important source of the Western modern “moral order.” In the course of the past few centuries, the socio-cultural embodiment of this Grotian-Lockean theory of moral order assumed three different forms: the economy, the public sphere, and popular sovereignty. Rather than an exhaustive description of each of these forms of “social imaginary”, what should be underlined here is that, as Taylor forcefully puts it, “Modern social imaginaries have been differently refracted in the divergent media of the respective national histories, even in the West. This warns us against expecting a simple repetition of Western forms when these imaginaries are imposed on or adapted in other civilizations.”  Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 154.

There are two different reasons why Taylor’s thesis on the modern social imaginaries is relevant for our discussion of Mead’s work. The first is related to the conceptual familiarity shared by Mead’s notion of the “generalized other” and Taylor’s “social imaginary.” As I shall later discuss in detail, the generalized other refers to the abstract perspective of the community which dictates that one is able to role-take very much as one is able to assume the attitude of an individual other. When we see ourselves from the perspective of the “generalized other,” Mead argues, we are able to assume an objective, abstract and general viewpoint towards ourselves. In other words, we are able to see ourselves from the perspective of all other members of the community by assuming the attitude of the “generalized other.” Similarly, Taylor’s concept of “social imaginary” refers to the largely unstructured, common understanding that enables collective action: “This incorporates some sense of how we all fit together in carrying out the common practice.”  Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 24. It is exactly this “fitting together” of the different individual perspectives and lines of conduct that Mead’s generalized other is supposed to describe. Taylor’s notion can thus be seen as a development of Mead’s earlier insight (although Taylor makes no reference to Mead’s work) within the “multiple modernities” paradigm.

The second reason why Taylor’s work is suggestive for a re-examination of Mead’s work is related to the fact that imagining ourselves as members of a secular, horizontal world involves not only our belonging to new kinds of collective agency, but it also involves being able to objectify society. On the one hand, one is modern insofar as one is able to join such collective agencies (e.g. the capitalist economy or the public sphere); on the other hand, one is modern insofar as one is able, at least in principle, to map and study society in an objective way.  See Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 163-165. These two perspectives are directly related to two aspects of Mead’s work. First, the active, agential perspective is closely related with Mead’s conception of the modern self. This is particularly clear when Mead connects his conception of self to the historical process of the evolution of human societies: Mead’s self is a modern self because it is inextricably linked to modern society. Second, the objective perspective, that is, the umbilical relation between sociology and modernity, can be seen operating at the most fundamental level in Mead’s intellectual edifice. To see exactly how this is so, let us leave behind Taylor’s “modern social imaginaries” and move on to the purely theoretical level of the modern central problematics. To put it briefly, I wish to make use of these problematics to shed light on the internal structure of Mead’s philosophy. To which problematics am I referring? 

Three Modern Problematics – Science, Selfhood, and Democratic Politics

In my view, the problem-areas of science, selfhood, and democratic politics have defined the parameters of modern philosophical reflection since its inception. The Western variant of modernity can be described as a discursive field defined by the tension between a dominant paradigm and several, less successful alternatives: within each paradigm (both the dominant one and its contenders), a plurality of proposals has been produced to answer those fundamental problematics, though no definite answer can ever be attained. The dominant paradigm’s designation varies widely, although some reference to “liberalism” and “rationalism” are usually in order: from the “Grotian-Lockean theory of moral order” identified by Taylor to Wagner’s “modernist” attitude in the social sciences the same overarching paradigm is suggested. From this viewpoint, the clear-cut separation between the objective world and the subjective mind of positivism, the disembodied and instrumental self of neo-classical economics and rational choice theories, and the abstract rights-endowed individual of political liberalism are but different aspects of one and the same conception of human beings and their place in the world. One of the central contentions of this book is that Mead’s thinking and his relative position in the history of ideas can be better understood by reference to his (highly critical) responses to these three declinations of modernism.

Science, selfhood, and democratic politics are key aspects of the Western variant of modernity that have challenged successive generations of thinkers, from Hegel to Habermas. My contention is that Mead could hardly be more aware of the centrality and interconnectedness of these three problematics, so much so that they came to constitute the very pillars upon which Mead erected his intellectual building. The unfortunate circumstance that Mead failed to give this imaginary building a written form leaves us with no other alternative but to try to reconstruct it retrospectively, partly from scattered texts and remarks, sometimes not even in the first person. The reconstruction of Mead’s contributions to a scientific explanation for the problem of consciousness that is internally linked to a radical democratic conception of politics requires from contemporary commentators an effort to frame these problematics in their historical context. Note the difference between this claim of mine and Habermas’s suggestion that Mead should be reconstructed from the point of view of his contributions to the paradigm shift from the philosophy of consciousness to a theory of communicative rationality that is supposed to describe the evolution of the philosophical reflection on modernity in the past couple of centuries. Whereas Habermas, as any other author opting for a presentist methodological strategy, imposes his own agenda and perspective on his object of reconstruction (in this case, Mead’s thinking), my suggestion is instead to follow a more historically-sensitive route, one which tries to identify the problematics that Mead struggled with in order to a) reconstruct his thinking accordingly and b) make use of the fact that these problematics are nowadays still salient to suggest more pertinent ways of learning with Mead today. Such a historically-minded reading of Mead must also integrate an analysis of the immediate intellectual context in which he developed his work. In this regard, I argue that the Chicago “School of Thought,” as it was first identified by James in 1904,  William James, “The Chicago School,” Psychological Bulletin 1 (1904), 1. performs the crucial function of mediating Mead’s thinking and the general modern problematics referred to above. In other words, American philosophical pragmatism frames the way Mead confronts those problematics as it emphasizes a processual and relational worldview, a naturalistic and evolutionary conception of science, and a radically democratic agenda of social reform through school, social settlements and other social institutions. What pragmatism proposes is an alternative to the point of view of the “mechanical science” that had dominated the Western variant of modernity from Descartes to Kant. “But,” as Mead writes, “the Romantic idealists changed all that. For them, the forms arose in the very process of overcoming antinomies, overcoming obstacles.”  References to the following works by Mead will be made parenthetically in the text using the following abbreviations: PP – Philosophy of the Present, Arthur E. Murphy, ed. (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2002; originally published in 1932); MSS – Mind, Self and Society from the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist, Charles W. Morris, ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997; originally published in 1934); MTNC – Movements of Thought in the Nineteenth Century, Merrit H. Moore, ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1972; originally published in 1936); PA – The Philosophy of the Act, Charles W. Morris et al., ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1938); ISS – The Individual and the Social Self, David L. Miller, ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1982); ESP – Essays in Social Psychology, Mary Jo Deegan, ed. (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 2001). (MTNC, 155) As we shall see, by supplementing Hegelian idealism with Darwin’s evolutionary theory, Mead is able to challenge the prevalent mechanical and individualistic conception of action, human autonomy and freedom, and to restate these problems in evolutionary and social terms. In short, it is as a pragmatist that Mead responds to the three central modern problematics. 

A few words on each one of these problematics are now in order.  In what follows, I draw on Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 15-79; Sergio B. F. Tavolaro, “Existe uma Modernidade Brasileira? Reflexões em Torno de um Dilema Sociológico Brasileiro,” Revista Brasileira de Ciências Sociais 20, no. 59 (2005); Habermas, PDM. Admittedly, the backbone of the modern project is science, the principles of the experimental method, the faith in the rational resolution of the problems that afflicted humankind since times immemorial. The confidence – exemplarily illustrated by figures such as Galileo, Bacon, or Newton – in the combined powers of human reason and the principles of the experimental method is a fundamental component of what it is to be modern. Tradition was to be discarded as an element of a bygone era, something which modern individuals could do well without. The belief that every single aspect of reality was amenable to a scientific explanation distinguishes the modern era – Weber called this belief “rationalization,” thus inaugurating a tradition of sociological analysis that still today occupies a dominant position in the discipline’s discourse on modernity.  Following Wagner, I argue that one should, however, carefully distinguish this Weberian insight into the confidence in the possibilities of scientific knowledge from approaches that equate modernity with an increasingly rational social reality. These approaches, which Wagner calls “modernist,” are unfortunately quite common in sociology; a properly “modern” social theory should instead “both be able and willing to reflect about the conditions of possibility as well as the consequences of the limitations of this modern ideal.” (Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 4) Despite suggestions to the contrary,  Göran Therborn rejects any claim suggesting Europe’s historical precedence in the process of modernization. For Therborn, modernity is a “time orientation” looking forward to the future that several other societies exhibited well before seventeenth-century Europe. I doubt that modernity can be reduced to such a single, generic “orientation to the future.” On the other hand, Therborn’s idea of “entanglement” is both conceptually convincing and empirically promising. See Therborn, “Entangled Modernities.” the pioneering character of the Western variant of modernity is, to a great extent, associated with this generalized belief in the superiority of scientific, rational modes of knowledge and activity in relation to traditional, magical, or subjective ones. It was in seventeenth-century Europe that such a mode of thinking first emerged, bringing about revolutionary implications for the very fabric of those societies. 

Science, the knowledge it produces as well as its conception of truth, should not be seen as an evolutionary achievement of societies that first climbed the ladder of progress. I believe science should rather be seen as a problematic with deep repercussions for the modern social imaginary of all those affected by it. What I am trying to point out is that neither modernity nor its key aspects should be fetishized and thus made unavailable for critical reflection. The most effective of way of avoiding this mistake is to take history seriously. In other words, to conceive of science as one of the modern problematics means to take into account its historicity, i.e. as a realm of human activity whose universalist aspirations do not collide with their historically contingent course of development. In what follows, I wish to frame my discussion of Mead within two particular episodes of the history of the modern scientific problematic. These two episodes, which share a similar sense of epistemological crisis, are Mead’s “Progressive Era” and our own early twenty-first century: the first will provide me with the context within which Mead developed his conception of science, while the second will frame my answer to the question – “how can we learn from Mead today?”

At the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century, the specific configuration that the scientific problematic assumed in the North American strand of the Western variant of modernity cannot be dissociated from the contributions of a particular philosophical current, American philosophical pragmatism. Among the chief intellectual figures associated with this philosophical tradition one finds Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, John Dewey, and Mead himself. As hinted above, classical pragmatists tend to reject the epistemological modern tradition inaugurated by Descartes’ Discourse on Method on the grounds that it assumes an insurmountable divide between the realm of material, objective things and the sphere of idealist, subjective phenomena. The pragmatist alternative to the “Cartesian chasm between matter and mind,”  George H. Mead, “Bishop Berkeley and his Message,” Journal of Philosophy 26, 427. to use Mead’s expression, is to equate knowing with intelligent problem-solving in particular contexts of action. Only in this way will one avoid the endless philosophical debates around unanswerable questions. Of course, it is not to Mead but to Dewey and his criticism of the “spectator theory of knowledge” that we owe the most accomplished classical pragmatist epistemological account. For our purposes, however, it suffices to remark that, despite noticeable differences concerning their epistemological assumptions (which make Mead less amenable to postmodernist readings than Dewey), the fact remains that they both develop a radical critique of Cartesian rationalism. 

In a sense, then, classical pragmatist philosophy of science can be seen as a critique of Cartesian rationalism, the dominant epistemological paradigm. This is one of the most important common epistemological aspects connecting the last two turns of century. Both in Mead’s time and in our age, after a period of “epistemic certainty” or even “epistemic optimism,”  Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 21-22. there followed a time of critical re-examination of the epistemological foundations upon which the previous scientific traditions had been erected. This is the epistemological facet of the two crises of the Western variant of modernity discussed above: as postmodernism illustrates the rise of epistemological uncertainty in the last couple of decades, in the previous fin de siècle the classical pragmatists led the radical questioning of the modern problematic of scientific knowledge.  Wagner extends this epistemological critical trend so as to include, beyond Dewey’s work, the critique of science developed by Nietzsche, Heidegger and Wittgenstein. See Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 32. In an important sense, Mead’s reaction to the first crisis of modernity is a critique of positivist, Cartesian rationalism – one cannot fully understand the scope and rationale of his conception of science without bearing this fact in mind. Finally, it is important to emphasize the unmistakable historicist character of the pragmatist epistemological critique. The proposed alternative to the rational, individualistic liberalism of the tradition that goes from Hobbes and Descartes to Kant points to an approach that takes history and pluralism seriously,  A similar claim can be found in the ambitious study by Stephen Toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity (New York: Free Press, 1990). as well as the “social question” (discussed below). To the abstract, atomistic and instrumentally rational individual of the contractualist tradition, authors like Mead suggest a historically situated, social self whose rationality is defined in terms of the creative resolution of concrete action-problems. 

Closely connected with the epistemological critique of abstract individualistic rationalism and its rigid dichotomies, Mead’s response to the modern problematic of selfhood is usually regarded as his main contribution for the social sciences. In which sense is this selfhood problematic distinctively modern? The relation between identity and modernity is clarified once one bears in mind Claude Lefort’s thesis that the latter entailed, on the one hand, the loss of “markers of certainty” and, on the other hand, the continual attempts at their recovery.  See Claude Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988). What is here at stake is the fact that the human self acquires a modern configuration or character insofar as it is faced with the constant and unavoidable questioning of his or her location in the world. This specific modern problematic, recently scrutinized in a magisterial way by Jerrod Seigel,  Jerrold Seigel, The Idea of the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). is also a central motif of Habermas’s critique of French poststructuralism in the Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: “freedom, as the principle of modernity,” Habermas claims, “cannot be really grasped by means of the basic concepts of the philosophy of consciousness.” (PDM, 292) Human self-realization and self-determination, i.e. ethical and moral freedom have been analyzed in a self-defeating way within what Habermas designates as the “philosophy of consciousness” paradigm – “Repression of the self is the converse side of an autonomy that is forced into subject-object relationships; the loss – and the narcissistic fear of loss – of self is the converse of an expressivity brought under these concepts.” (PDM, 292) The most promising alternative to this exhausted paradigm is to be found, Habermas argues, in the social scientific perspective on the self put forth approximately a century ago by Mead. Habermas’s modernist  In the sense discussed above. See n. 27. reading thus suggests that Mead’s accomplishment resides in having analyzed the societal shift towards modernity from the perspective of “rationalized lifeworlds as characterized by the reflective treatment of traditions that have lost their quasinatural status; by the universalization of norms of action and the generalization of values (…); and finally, by patterns of socialization that are oriented to the formation of abstract ego-identities and force the individuation of the growing child.” (PDM, 2) In other words, Mead’s contribution to the sociological understanding of modernity is limited to the rationalization of culture, society, and personality, the three sub-systems that compose the “lifeworld” dimension of modern societies. As far as the “system” is concerned, Mead has little or nothing to offer, Habermas suggests. It is my contention that such an assessment of Mead’s contributions to the analysis of modernity says more about Habermas’s own shortcomings than about Mead’s work.

According to Habermas, we are now, in the context of the second crisis of modernity, in urgent need of a paradigmatic change and it is to Mead’s social psychology that we should turn for the intersubjectivist alternative to the self-defeating idealistic philosophies of subjectivity. This is Habermas’s central reason for recovering Mead’s work and subsequently granting him the status of a sociological classic. I do not wish at this point to dwell on the merits and limitations of Habermas’s interpretation of Mead. There is, however, a problem that needs to be addressed. Without the strong narrative line provided by canonical figures selected by Habermas, without their exemplary philosophical achievements, what can I offer my readers to convince them of the reasons why Mead should still be read today? Despite its undeniable influence, Habermas’s assessment of Mead’s response to the modern problematic of selfhood will be shown to be fundamentally flawed. Mead’s words are not to be seen as yet another chapter in the grand narrative put together by Habermas: instead, they are one of the voices that joined the debate on the various aspects of modernity that took place in early twentieth-century Western societies, a debate that shows structural resemblances  to the controversies we face today. Modernity is not, as Habermas wants it, a societal process of gradual and irresistible rationalization; rather, the extent to which modern societies and selves exhibit an orientation towards generalized norms and rational-instrumental behavior is an empirical question, as is their constant entanglement with traditional, particularistic, and ritualistic elements. The alternative offered in this book suggests that Mead’s conception of the modern self has to be understood within the particular dynamics of the Western variant of modernity at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century. 

We are now equipped to move on to the discussion of the third problem-area within which I believe Mead’s work can be framed, the modern problematic of democratic politics. At the core of the political dimension of the Western variant of modernity one finds the human effort to reconcile the notions of individual autonomy and liberty, on the one hand, and of predictability and certainty, on the other. Contrary to what is usually assumed, constitutionalism and the rule of law are not distinctively modern, although they both developed new forms in the past couple of centuries. What is distinctively modern is the assertion of individual rights and, to a certain extent, the demand for universal social equality. What makes one more modern than the other is their time orientation: while constitutionalism is fundamentally backward-looking (one has to refer back to the founding text of the polity even if one wishes to interpret it in light of current problems), individual rights-based perspectives tend to be future-oriented and are therefore distinctively modern.  For a development of this insight, see Yack, The Fetishism of Modernities, 88-109. The Grotian-Lockean moral theory, from which the doctrine of universal human rights stems, is thus the dominant discursive resource of political modernity, in opposition to which all alternatives define themselves.  An extreme case is, of course, Carl Schmitt’s political thinking. See, e.g., his The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988; originally published in 1923). 

Historically speaking, the political component of the “modern social imaginary” is closely related to two events that took place at the end of the eighteenth century and whose consequences changed the world forever – the French and American Revolutions. Take the French Revolution of 1789. Even though there are those who claim its social and cultural conditions gradually emerged in the course of the previous centuries,  I refer to Koselleck’s thesis that the advent of modernity was preceded by a century-long shift in the perception of historical time to which all modern conceptual shifts can be ultimately traced back  . See Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past. On the Semantics of Historical Time (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988; originally published in 1979). and those who question the Revolution’s cesuristic character as it failed to make good its revolutionary promises of dismantling the social and economic structures of inequality,  A good example of such a thesis is Alexis de Tocqueville, Notes on the French Revolution and Napoleon. Vol. 2 of The Old Regime and the Revolution (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2001; originally published in 1856). the fact remains that the French Revolution can be said to represent no less than the political corollary of the Enlightenment association of freedom and reason. Notwithstanding the obvious and profound differences separating these two revolutionary experiences, towards the end of the eighteenth century, on both sides of the Atlantic, a new and no less revolutionary understanding of human nature was emerging.  The most recent historical accounts of the American Revolution suggest that it was its emphasis on liberty and individual autonomy that placed the problem of slavery at the very centre of the founding of the nation. See, e.g. Don E. Fehrenbacher, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United States Government's Relations to Slavery (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). As Albert Hirschman has shown, the notion of “interest” gradually comes to assume a central position in political thinking, to the detriment of that of “passion,” owing to its inherent features of predictability and constancy.  Albert O. Hirschman, The Passions and the Interests. Political Arguments for Capitalism before its Triumph (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997; originally published in 1977). Equipped with a concept much more amenable to systematic reasoning, Western political thinkers could now aim at a science of politics, following the path Hobbes and Machiavelli had opened up over a century before. 

In this regard, it is important to bear in mind the assumption that the modern nation-state, as it emerged and developed in Europe, is the natural political format of modern society – it is the epitome of the institutional political modernity. Closely associated with this notion one finds the modern citizen, a rational individual endowed with an inalienable set of rights (civil and political at first, social, economic, and cultural by the twentieth century). As Eisenstadt cogently argues, these 
assumptions were most clearly formulated in the theories of modernization and convergence of industrial societies, with strong roots in classical sociological analyses, which have assumed, even if only implicitly, that the basic institutional constellations which came together in European modernity, and the cultural program of modernity as it developed in the West, will “naturally” be ultimately taken over in all modernizing societies.  Eisenstadt, “Foreword: Some Observations on New Directions in Creative Social Research,” xxiv. 

The main issue here is the “natural” character of these assumptions. The “natural” path of development from which emerged the modern nation-state and the modern conception of citizenship (its ultimate and most accomplished form) assumes the character of a grand narrative of historical progress. In this tale of human progress, liberal democracy is conceived as the political component of the modern project of rational self-assertion: the rights-endowed and interest-driven individual thus becomes the center around which the modern political problematic revolves. Moreover, as noted above, the behavior of this rational individual, both in the market and in the forum, has been made amenable to scientific scrutiny with astounding success – one has to consider for a moment the institutional path of mainstream economics and political science in the second half of the twentieth century to see the extent to which this is so. 

Of course, the acceptance of the notion of “interest”, and of the rational individualistic paradigm in which it evolved, did not come without opposition. In fact, most of the next two centuries’ intellectual life is characterized by the debates between the quasi-hegemonic liberal individualistic discursive universe that has dominated most of the formulations of Western political modernity and its opponents. At the risk of not putting too fine a point on it, I would say that the first response to rational liberalism emerged as soon as the distance separating the revolutionary promises of equality, liberty and fraternity and the grim reality of nineteenth-century industrializing Europe became too outrageous to be put aside as a temporary issue. The growing consciousness of the persistent nature of this contradiction gave rise, during the course of the nineteenth century, to the so-called “social question” and to the idea of “society” as “an independent idea, a theme in its own right.”  Murphy quoted in Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 49. The material needs of large portions of the populations of Western countries were still far from being satisfied, decades after the revolutionary events that inaugurated political modernity. That this was felt much more intensely in Europe than in the United States helps explain the disparate extent to which the “social question” entered political discourse in those two contexts, not to mention academic institutions: “In this sense exactly,” Wagner notes, “the social question can be seen as giving rise to sociology, as the liberal awareness of the persistence of problems of social order.”  Wagner, Theorizing Modernity, 48. 

The “social question,” and the related radical democratic claims, understood as a moral reaction to the limitations of liberal rationalism  in meeting the promises of universal social and economic equality, are thus a fundamental component of the modern political problematic. Incidentally, this crucial aspect of the political problematic of modernity is also the best angle from which to discuss Mead’s radical democratic political ideas and civic actions. As we shall see, Mead’s political biography and thinking provides ample evidence that his allegiance was with the most progressive social and political forces of his time. As with the two other problematics, the relative position of Mead within the modern political problematic can be seen as a rejection of certain fundamental tenets of the dominant paradigm: a case in point is Mead’s strong reservations concerning the liberal conception of individual rights, not to mention his outright rejection of any purely quantitative conception of democracy. At the bottom of Mead’s political thinking one finds the well-known left-Hegelian concern with the historical and material conditions of political citizenship: to be truly a citizen of the republic one needs not only a set of abstract rights, but also the concrete social and economic conditions to enjoy those civil and political rights. In fact, such a left-Hegelianism constitutes a defining feature of classical pragmatist political thought, of which Dewey’s is certainly its most elaborate formulation. Modern citizenship can, from this viewpoint, be seen as a problem-area in which the liberal individualistic political philosophy has exerted a dominant influence not without the opposition of contending alternatives. Although T. H. Marshall’s classic formulation of the three successive waves of citizenship rights in the last three centuries can be said to faithfully represent the liberal rationalistic position, one needs to turn to more historically sensitive and theoretically rigorous studies to have a more accurate grasp of the issue at hand.  See, for instance, Michael Mann, The Rise of Classes and Nation-states, 1760-1914. Vol. 2 of The Sources of Social Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). Once one does that, Mead’s position in this debate emerges as a radical democratic criticism of the predominant abstract-rights juridical conception of citizenship. I will resume and expand this discussion of Mead’s radical democratic conception of citizenship in Part IV. 

I am now in a condition to present the central thesis around which my argument in this book will revolve. Mead rejects all three conceptions of the self associated with the dominant liberal rationalistic discursive paradigm on the grounds of their unwarranted abstract and atomistic nature. The rights-endowed individual suggested by liberal political theories, the reductionist self of behaviorism, and the purely instrumental self of Cartesian rationalism are all to be criticized for not paying justice to the worldly and social nature of the self in modern times. In other words, Mead’s contributions to three central modern problematics amount to a general, systematic position on the dominant discursive universe of modernity, liberal rationalism. This is the reason why the philosophical and sociological reflection on modernity provides such an enlightening interpretive framework of Mead’s thinking. The fundamental problematics of modernity, as inescapable to social thinkers as their answers are inevitably provisional, imposed themselves with paradigmatic force upon Mead’s research agenda, as with any other author working under conditions of modernity. In addition, the specific way Mead developed his answers to the defining problems of modern times is a product of his personal qualities and of the surrounding circumstances in which he worked. There is thus an unavoidable tension in the task of reconstructing Mead’s thinking: on the one hand, one has to take into account the general problem-areas within which the meaning of his work arises; on the other hand, one cannot fail to pay justice to the relevant contexts in which his work was produced. Since the present chapter was devoted to explaining the former contention, I now wish to explore the implications of the latter claim in the chapter that follows. 


Chapter 3 – Imagining the Intellectual Edifice  Portions of this chapter were published in Filipe Carreira da Silva, “G. H. Mead. A System in a State of Flux,” History of the Human Sciences 20, no. 1 (2007). 


If there is a guiding theme that gives Mead’s thinking a distinctive character, that theme is the idea of dialogue. Mead championed a dialogical form of human communication in every one of the many areas of research he favored, from human rationality, conceived as a sort of “inner conversation,” to international relations, whose main issue was “can we carry on a conversation in international terms?” (MSS, 271) The abandonment of dialogical, rational and pacific forms of conflict resolution, guided by the acknowledgement of the priority of the common social interest over particular individual interests, is hence an error that contradicts the rational nature of the moral order of human communities. The interchange of arguments by rational parts is seen not only as reflecting the human mind itself, but as the inspiring motif of the social psychological mechanism responsible for the development of the self, namely the capacity for “taking the role” or “assuming the perspective of the other.” Hence the central importance attributed to language, a multivocal and cooperative social activity said to be the primordial condition for the development of human reason. This unequivocal dialogical and intersubjectivist orientation can be seen operating in his contributions to the aforementioned modern problematics: by siding with the approaches that emphasize the historical, cultural, and social aspects of human existence, Mead consciously departs from the dominant individualistic explanations. His regulative ideal is not the rational individual, solitarily pursuing his ends; Mead’s ideal is rather the notion of a “universe of discourse,” a sphere of action regulated by the exchange of arguments by the members of the widest community conceivable, inspired by the seventeenth-century European “republic of letters.”

It is my wish to suggest that the idea of dialogue should be given a further role, namely as the inspirational metaphor for the history of social and political ideas. The manner of reconstructing the work of previous thinkers could then be inspired by the idea of an imaginary dialogue between us, in the present, and them, in the past. Of course, such dialogue requires a number of conditions in order to be meaningful and fair. The definition of such a set of rules amounts to the definition of the methodology about to be applied to the study of Mead’s social and political ideas. The justification for such a choice and a concomitant reflection on its theoretical and meta-theoretical implications are the questions I wish to deal with in the course of this chapter. 

The Building and its Pillars

My attempt to reconstruct Mead’s thinking, namely the theoretical motivations and methodological choices behind it, can be better appreciated from the point of view of the recent resurgence of sociological interest in “modernity.” It is as if the discipline rediscovered the very theme that was once at its origin. Of course, modernity has never been very far from sociology’s research agenda – from the 1950s modernization theories to the 1980s debate on postmodernism, modernity’s pervasive consequences made themselves felt even to the most specialized sociologists. What is distinctive about this last resurgence of interest in modernity is its global, comparative and historically sensitive character. In other words, presentist arguments about the past and ethnocentric interpretations of the world are increasingly more difficult to accept these days than, say, a generation ago. Whereas until the 1970s it was still possible to believe in T. H. Marshall’s neat linear account of the successive generations of ever-extended rights, today works like Michael Mann’s historically sensitive account of the several conceptions of citizenship are now generally seen as the way to go.  Michael Mann, The Rise of Classes and Nation-states, 1760-1914. Vol. 2 of The Sources of Social Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). This tendency to avoid Whiggish teleological narratives has been recently accompanied by a renewed concern with broad comparisons between different civilizations and cultures. The conflation between modernization and Europeanization or Westernization has been vigorously exposed and criticized, in particular by those working within the “multiple modernities” paradigm. 

With modernity firmly back at the centre of sociological attentions, it is no wonder that the discipline’s conception of its own past has been changing accordingly.  The growing number of historically minded interpretations of sociology’s early days indicates the willingness to critically address the presentist and teleological narratives that dominated the discipline until the 1970s. See, e.g., Peter Baehr and Mike O’Brien, “Founders, Classics and the Concept of a Canon,” Current Sociology 42, no. 1 (1994); Charles Camic, “On the Methodology of the History of Sociology: a Reply to Jones,” American Journal of Sociology 86, no. 5 (1981), “The Making of a Method: a Historical Reinterpretation of the Early Parsons,” American Sociological Review 52, no. 4 (1987); R. W. Connell, “Why is Classical Theory Classical?,” American Journal of Sociology 102, no. 6 (1997); Robert Alun Jones, “On Understanding a Sociological Classic,” American Journal of Sociology 83, no. 2 (1977), “The Other Durkheim: History and Theory in the Treatment of Classical Sociological Thought,” in Reclaiming the Sociological Classics, Charles Camic, ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997). That this trend is still much alive in sociology today is apparent by the recent creation of the Journal of Classical Sociology, a specialised journal dedicated to the history of the discipline. In these last few decades, there can be discerned an effort to extend the postwar trio of founding fathers for a more historically accurate and theoretically plural account of the sociological canon: in addition to Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, the names of Simmel, Tönnies, Tarde, Mosca, Pareto, and others gradually began to be taught to our undergraduates as their most illustrious predecessors. It is in this context that the name of G. H. Mead, in the decades following World War II associated almost exclusively with the American tradition of symbolic interactionism, came to be seen as a sociological classic. As we will see in detail in the next chapter, Jürgen Habermas and Hans Joas played a decisive role in Mead’s canonization process. In order to prepare the groundwork of my critical examination of the reception of Mead’s ideas in sociology, I need first to present the basis upon which my own reconstruction is sustained. 

There are a number of reasons for this to be a particularly challenging reconstruction. Firstly, Mead is not a sociologist. His chief topic of research is the scientific study of the origin and process of the development of human consciousness, a phenomenon whose social nature is emphatically stressed by Mead throughout his career. Secondly, the sociological tradition that explicitly identifies Mead as its founding father can be said to have appropriated his legacy in a highly selective manner. Symbolic interactionism and its leading figure, Mead’s former student Herbert Blumer, will be discussed at a later stage of this book (see chapter 4). Thirdly, the single most important challenge for a reconstruction of Mead’s thinking lies in the very nature of his oeuvre. Its fragmentary character, the lack of a complete edition of his writings, and the questionable authorial status of the book that several generations of social scientists have read as the primary statement of Mead’s social psychology, all raise difficulties unknown to the scholar of Marx, Weber, Durkheim or Simmel. 

In the face of such challenges, my goal is to demonstrate that Mead’s contributions to three central modern problematics – science, selfhood, and politics – exhibit a remarkable coherence. This coherence will be shown to assume the character of a system of thought  In the sense conveyed here, a system consists of a set of elements whose meanings are interrelated in such a way that it distinguishes itself from a mere aggregate of independent elements. For instance, human language constitutes a system in which the meaning of words stems from their relatedness, or, as Wittgenstein would put it, from the family ties that links them. which spans from a social psychological account of the origins, nature and process of development of the human self, to the realms of experimental science and political theory.  Already in 1953, David Victoroff discusses Mead’s contribution to sociology, social psychology and to the history of ideas. In our view, though, Victoroff fails to acknowledge a crucial element of Mead’s system of thought, namely his writings on democratic politics and social reform. See David Victoroff, G. H. Mead. Sociologue et Philosophe (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1953). Some twenty years later, David L. Miller makes a similar claim concerning the systematic nature of Mead’s work, but does not systematically work out its implications: “Mead has a system of philosophy, and it hangs together in such a way that a thorough understanding of any one part of it requires an understanding of the whole,” Miller, George Herbert Mead. Self, Language and the World (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1973), 26. The framework in which this system was developed is a naturalistic and evolutionary one. Of central importance is the notion of creative evolution, which allows Mead to conceive of human rationality as being able to create new meanings that change both the organism and the surrounding environment in the course of the process of adaptation. In particular, the present book constitutes the first attempt to reconstruct Mead’s intellectual building both from a genetic perspective (in order to grasp its evolution over time) and from a thematic point of view (so that its various problem-areas can be identified). 

My main thesis consists in showing that Mead’s social and political thought can be reconstructed as a building which evolved during the course of his career. To use an architectonic metaphor, it will be suggested that Mead’s intellectual edifice is sustained upon three pillars, which mirror the three modern problematics discussed above.  Anselm Strauss, in his “Introduction” to George Herbert Mead. On Social Psychology (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1964), the revised edition of his 1956 The Social Psychology of George Herbert Mead, similarly suggests the existence of three central preoccupations in Mead’s thinking: “(1) science as the instrument, par excellence, for the intelligent control of environment, physical and social; (2) the rise and function of socially reflexive behaviour; (3) the problem of maintaining order in a continuously changing social organization – that is, the problem of intelligent social control.” (xix) The main difficulty of Strauss’s interpretation is that it does not recognize the specifically political character of a whole pillar of Mead’s intellectual building: more than discussing social control, Mead was interested in analysing the political from a scientific and social psychological viewpoint in several different levels, from municipal politics to international relations, including political theory. One possible explanation for this limitation lies in Strauss’s purely textualist methodological strategy: his suggestion for a closer, deeper reading of Mead (viii, xvi), though certainly important, is not enough by itself to assure that one grasps the meaning of an author’s work. The first is the pillar of science that establishes the criterion for an internally democratic community of communication, a community that can be said to reflect the social implications of the “method of intelligence,” i.e., the scientific experimental method. The pillar of science takes logical precedence over the two other pillars since it is as a scientist that Mead examines the world around him. Mead’s conception of science permeates through all his writings, including the ones on social psychology and politics. The second is the pillar of social psychology that derives from the former pillar, given the scientific character that Mead claims for this discipline, and whose object is the social process of the formation of the human self. Finally, a theory of participative democracy and social reform, whose ethical implications must be submitted to scientific treatment, is the last pillar of an “ambitiously projected but unfinished building,”  Horace Thayer, Meaning and Action. A Critical History of Pragmatism (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merril, 1968), 235. as Horace Thayer once put it. Furthermore, this theoretical system will be presented as a systematic effort to understand the societal shift towards modernity. Mead, contrary to what is widely assumed, developed not only an analysis of “modern times” from the perspective of a social scientist concerned with the developmental logic of human consciousness, but studied the economic, political, social, and moral consequences of the processes of industrialization, urban growth, and expansion of the functions of the state as well.  Social welfare and universal education were two fields where state regulation and intervention were analyzed by Mead as instances of “intelligent social reform.” A central purpose of this book is then to show that his contributions to the three central modern problematics are not limited to the questions of selfhood, as Habermas and symbolic interactionists tend to suggest. On the contrary, I contend that Mead has produced relevant contributions to all three modern problematics in the form of an intellectual system with a remarkable degree of internal coherence, a system in which “dialogue” plays a vital role. 

To begin with, the psychological mechanism of “taking the role of the other” can be seen operating in the attitude of the research scientist, in the attitude of the social actor (both from a phylogenetic and an ontogenetic viewpoint), and in the attitude of the citizen. On the other hand, there are different kinds of social environments within which the human self develops its activities by meeting problems and adapting to changing circumstances: the scientific community, the social group, and the political community. These pillars are linked in other aspects too. Given the priority of the scientific pillar, the two others can be seen as scientific approaches to specific problems, either the problem of the social origins of the individual self, or the problem of the moral and political organization of modern industrial societies. The relative importance of the second pillar is reflected in a distinctively social psychological approach that is mobilized to analyze, for instance, the political phenomena. Finally, one can find a categorical conception of democracy in all layers of Mead’s writings. The notion of an egalitarian, impartial, open to participation and discussion social order pervades all aspects of his system of thought, from the inner forum of conversation to international relations between nation states. I shall now proceed with a presentation of these pillars from the double perspective of their internal coherence and their relative positioning within Mead’s system of thought. 

The central and prior position enjoyed by the pillar of science  Following the numbering suggested in the chronological listing of Mead’s published works (see “Published Materials” in the bibliography), the complete list of published items by Mead during his lifetime concerning his conception of science broadly construed, including those that refer to the specifically scientific character of social psychology or politics and morals, is: 6, 8, 9, 18, 27, 29, 78, 93, 94, 97, 98, 99, 102.  in relation to the others is justified by the way Mead understands the nature and function of scientific activity. By conceiving of science as a systematic problem-solving activity, specially oriented to the solution of cognitive action problems, Mead not only grants the scientist the main role in the process of understanding reality, but also establishes the objects of social psychology and moral and political theory. In both cases, specific problems of cognition are supposed to be solved – hence the self is a “cognitive affair,” and ethical and political problems can be solved only by the “method of intelligence.” Science, then, is conceived as a rational program of conflict resolution, the completion of which, according to Mead, 
awaits the solution of the scientific problem of the relation of the psychical and the physical with the attendant problem of the meaning of the so-called origin of consciousness in the history of the world. My own feeling is that these problems must be attacked from the standpoint of the social nature of so-called consciousness.  George H. Mead, “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” in Creative Intelligence: Essays in the Pragmatic Attitude, John Dewey and others, eds. (New York: Henry Holt, 1917), 220. 

It is certainly not trivial to note that one can find the basic outline of this preoccupation with the topic of consciousness in Mead’s early writings, such as “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines” (1900) or “The Definition of the Psychical” (1903). In these articles, Mead can be seen working out the fundamental elements of his social psychology. Referring to John Dewey’s “The reflex arc concept in psychology,”  John Dewey, “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology,” in John Dewey. The Early Works, Volume 5: 1889-1892, Jo Ann Boydston, ed. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1972; originally published in 1896). Mead emphasizes in the first article the existence of conflicting tendencies of action, at the precognitive level and at the cognitive level as well. The human species is characterized by having impulses. These may, however, be modified given the human ability to learn: firstly, in a precognitive phase, and through a procedure of trial and error, the individual is able to modify his impulses when a conflict arises; secondly, already at the cognitive stage, impulses may be transformed by the capacity of role-taking, by internalizing the conflict and reorganizing the act accordingly. Or, as Mead puts it in the second article, problems arise in
that phase of experience within which we are immediately conscious of conflicting impulses which rob the object of its character as object-stimulus, leaving us insofar in an attitude of subjectivity; but during which a new object-stimulus appears due to the reconstructive activity which is identified with the subject “I” as distinct from the object “Me.”  George H. Mead, “The Definition of the Psychical,” Decennial Publications of the University of Chicago, First Series, 3 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1903), 109. 

Here can be seen the earliest definition of the subject matter of social psychology suggested by Mead. It is upon this foundation that the pillar of social psychology  Mead’s published items on the social theory of the self (as well as on pedagogy and education), again following the abovementioned numbering, are: 6, 8, 9, 10, 14, 15, 20, 21, 23, 24, 25, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 33, 35, 36, 39, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 50, 51, 52, 53, 56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 62, 63, 67, 68, 69, 70, 77, 79, 85, 92, 96, 103, 117.  has developed to be the most well known aspect of Mead’s system of thought, so much so that it has been identified with the entire system as such. In other words, Mead’s writings and lectures on social psychology from 1900 onwards (some transcripts of the latter were meanwhile made available to the wider public through Mind, Self and Society), after all just one dimension among others, have become the synonym of his contribution to the analysis of modernity. In my view, this entails a far-reaching theoretical implication. The reception of Mead’s ideas by later generations of social scientists has been of so partial a character that it has become a commonly assumed position that symbolic interactionism cannot deal with issues of power and domination,  See, for example, Hans Joas, “Symbolic Interactionism,” in Social Theory Today, Anthony Giddens and Jonathan Turner, eds. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993a), 84. and that this is the direct result of the influence of Mead.  For an authoritative discussion of this matter, see Dmitri Shalin, “Pragmatism and Social Interactionism,” American Sociological Review 51, no. 1 (1986). In a related fashion, one of the main criticisms that Habermas levels at Mead is his alleged inability to address processes associated with the “material reproduction” of modern societies.  This question will be given detailed treatment in chapter 12. At a theoretical level, my reconstruction of Mead’s system of thought aims at showing that these criticisms lack textual support. As will be seen in the following section, to criticize Mead for being concerned only with specific aspects of the symbolic dimension of social life, i.e. the problematic of selfhood under conditions of modernity, reflects a partial understanding of his work.

In order to avoid such a narrow reconstruction of Mead’s thought one needs to take into account a third fundamental area of research,  The complete list of published texts on politics and social reform is: 16, 17, 19, 32, 37, 38, 45, 49, 54, 55, 61, 62, 64, 65, 66, 71, 72, 73, 74, 75, 76, 80, 81, 82, 83, 84, 101, 103, 104, 105. the one concerned with the modern political problematic. For our purposes, this problem-area refers to the moral and political organization of human communities as well as to the social and economic analysis of the processes of industrialization, urban growth, immigration, labor vs. capital relations, and war. At the outset one should bear in mind the fact that the ethical theory Mead puts forth cannot be dissociated from his social psychological theses. In fact, not only does he systematically resort to his social psychological conceptual apparatus to found his ethical ideals, but he also discusses competing ethical approaches by uncovering their psychological assumptions. As has already been pointed out, the connection between science and ethics is a central contention in Mead’s writings: the former is to be understood as the search for the adequate means to attain a certain end, the latter is said to be a reflection on how suitable that end is in a concrete practical situation. Just as a scientist faced with a problem has to consider all relevant facts, so a moral agent must take into account, in a creative manner, all values relevant to the situation in question.

A concrete example of the application of this thesis can be found in the pragmatists’ response to United States involvement in World War I. Both Mead and Dewey  A convenient anthology of Dewey’s magazine articles on the war is John Dewey, Characters and Events. Popular Essays in Social and Political Philosophy, Joseph Ratner, ed., 2 vols (New York: Henry Holt, 1929), II, 551-706. reacted to that event by publicly defending America’s right to protect the lives and interests of its citizens. In the case of Mead, his writings on this topic offer an unparalleled occasion to analyze the application of the “method of intelligence” to concrete moral problems such as “should America join the war?,” “under which circumstances is the use of force a legitimate means to achieve the ends in question?,” and “where should one draw the line between acting according to your conscience and acting in the name of the common good?.”  The first two questions are dealt with, for instance, in the newspaper’s articles “America’s Ideals and the War,” Chicago Herald, 3 August 1917, as well as in “Democracy’s Issues in the World War,” Chicago Herald, 4 August 1917. The third problem is discussed in “The Conscientious Objector,” National Security League, Patriotism through Education Series, 33 (1917), 1-10. Mead’s answers to these questions reveal how intermeshed are his reflections on politics in lato senso and on science and social psychology. It was as a scientist, in particular as a social psychologist, that Mead approached such issues. At the same time, however, he never ceased to be a committed citizen, whose voluntary activities in reformist associations and clubs spanned for decades. The third pillar of Mead’s intellectual edifice shows a sort of dual character. Practice and theory are but aspects of the same endeavor to understand and intervene in the political arenas of his time, very much in the spirit of the pragmatist epistemological claims on the interdependence between the observation of facts (context of discovery) and their interpretation (context of justification).  “For science at least it is quite impossible to distinguish between what in an object must be fact and what may be idea. The distinction when it is made is dependent upon the form of the problem and is functional to its solution, not metaphysical. So little can a consistent line of cleavage between facts and ideas be indicated, that we can never tell where in our world of observation the problem of science will arise, or what will be regarded as structure of reality or what erroneous ideas,” Mead, “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” 203-4.

A Question of Materials

Contrary to what is usually assumed,  For example, Peter Hamilton claims that Mead “published remarkably little during his lifetime,” “General Commentary,” in George Herbert Mead: Critical Assessments, Peter Hamilton, ed., 4 vols (London: Routledge, 1992), I, 1. Mead did publish over one hundred articles and book reviews during the course of his career. Now available online,  The address is http://www.brocku.ca/MeadProject/Mead/default.html (active URL in 28/08/2007). Mead’s published documents were for the most part already reprinted in two anthologies edited by Andrew Reck  Selected Writings. George Herbert Mead, Andrew Reck, ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1964, repr. 1981). and John Petras.  George Herbert Mead. Essays on His Social Psychology, John W. Petras, ed. (New York: Teachers College Press, 1968). More recently, Mary Jo Deegan edited and published the Essays on Social Psychology, which Mead decided not to publish in the early 1910s for reasons I shall later discuss in detail (chapter 11).  Essays in Social Psychology, Mary Jo Deegan, ed. (New Brunswick: Transaction Books, 2001). Note that the original volume was to have been titled Essays on Psychology, which is the designation I follow when referring to the original document.  These texts will constitute the bulk of my textual evidence not only because they possess a definite date of publication, which allows one to reconstruct diachronically the evolution of his positions, but because Mead had the opportunity of revising them. However, this category of documents does not cover all writings whose authorship is clearly identified. The fact that a substantial portion of Mead’s own writings, including his personal correspondence, remains to be published explains the especially unfavorable editorial situation that the Mead scholar has to face.  The best informed discussion of the editorial situation of Mead’s works is Hans Joas, G. H. Mead. A Contemporary Re-examination of His Thought (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985; repr. 1997), x-xvii. The lack of a complete edition of his writings left me with no choice but to undertake an archival research at the George Herbert Mead Papers, held at the Department of Special Collections at the Regenstein Library of the University of Chicago. Virtually all of Mead’s major commentators have undertaken a certain amount of research there.  I am referring to David L. Miller, Hans Joas, Harold Orbach, Gary Alan Cook and Andrew Feffer. In my case, in the course of a 5-month stay I consulted over nine hundred pages of unpublished materials, comprising both items written by Mead and transcripts of his classroom lectures.

In the first case, Mead’s numerous manuscripts on questions concerning politics, war, and social reform were found to be particularly relevant. Overall, these items amount to approximately 250 pages.  The complete list of documents referring to topics that fall under the pillar of politics and social reform held at the Mead Papers collection is: “Social Bearings of Industrial Education” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 9, folder 24, 24 p; “Living Conditions of Slavic Immigrants Working in the Packing Industry” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 9, folder 25, 1 ; “On World War I” (unpublished paper written between 6 April 1917 and 11 November 1918), box 9, folder 33, 2 p; “Notes on Industry and Slavery from Plato”s Laws” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 10, folder 21, 7 p; “On Social Conflict and the Superstition of Necessity” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 10, folder 26, 10 p; “The Development of Greek Political Consciousness” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 10, folder 33, 5 p; “How Can a Sense of Citizenship Be Secured?” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 2, folder 3, 11 p; “On America’s Entry into the World War I” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 2, folder 19, 4 p; “On Humanity, Happiness, and the Moral Order” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 2, folder 26, 2 p; “On Kant and German Nationalism” (unpublished paper written between 6 April 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 2, folder 27, 21 p; “On Labor and Industrial Power” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 2, folder 28, 2 p; “On Labor’s Interests in World War I” (unpublished paper written between 6 April 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 2, folder 29, 16 p; “On Might and Right in World War I” (unpublished paper written between October 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 2, folder 32, 11 p; “On Nationalism, Individual Rights, and Social Conflict” (unpublished paper written before 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 3, folder 2, 14 p; “On Socialism and World War I” (unpublished paper written in December 1917), Addenda, box 3, folder 7, 12 p; “On the Evil of Intemperance” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 3, folder 10, 7 p; “On the Colonization of Hawaii,” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 3, folder 12, 23 p; “On the Effects of Industrialization” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 3, folder 14, 40 p; “On the German Kulturstaat” (unpublished paper between 6 April 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 3, folder 15, 9 p; “On the Individual and the Environment” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 3, folder 16, 4 p; “On the Relationship Between Intellectualist Psychology and America’s Entry Into World War I” (unpublished paper written between 27 August 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 3, folder 22, 6 p; “On the Role of Social Settlements” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 3, folder 24, 12 p; “On the State and Social Control” (unpublished paper written after 6 April 1917), Addenda, box 3, folder 26, 8 p. A note should be added concerning the supposedly unpublished “On Militarism and Nationalism” (Addenda, box 3, folder 1, 25 p). As I had the opportunity to report to the Special Collections staff, this is actually the original copy of “The Psychological Bases of Internationalism” (1915). Together with the official records of Mead’s participation in several organizations oriented to social reform activities,  See the University of Chicago Settlement Board Minutes and Reports, held at the Mary McDowell and the University of Chicago Settlement Papers, and The City Club Bulletin, published by the City Club of Chicago and held at the Regenstein Library of the University of Chicago.  these unpublished materials – which exceed in length the published articles on the same subject – highlight the need to reassess the relative importance of this dimension within the framework of his intellectual edifice. Mead wrote extensively and, contrary to what is suggested by Joas,  Joas suggests that Mead’s writings on this subject ceased “almost completely” in the 1920s. Joas, G. H. Mead, 27. up to the very end of his career on democratic politics, social reform, and ethics. In these writings, Mead mobilizes the conceptual apparatus of his social psychology in order to put forth scientific analysis of political and moral phenomena, providing further support to my claim that his system of thinking is better understood as a coherent response to fundamental problematics of modernity. Any reconstruction of Mead’s intellectual enterprise that fails to acknowledge this fact misses an enduring and constitutive feature of his thinking. I shall also take into account student notes of his lectures.  In the Mead Papers one can find the student notes of Mead’s course on “Elementary Ethics,” (unpublished typescript of student notes on Mead’s course, autumn quarter, 1927), box 7, folder 3 (p 1-118) and folder 4 (p 119-244), 244 p; a second set of classroom transcripts that I shall use is from the course on “Social Psychology:” the first notes were taken by Irene Mead (Addenda, box 4, folder 11, 59 p), and the second notes were delivered by Mead in the winter quarter, 1927 (box 3, folder 4, 112 p). All these notes have never been published, except for parts of the third set in Mind, Self and Society. The only attempt to publish the student notes held at the Mead Papers was undertaken by David L. Miller some twenty years ago. See Mead, ISS. However, these items will be treated not as Mead’s own words but as descriptions made by others of his words. In particular, the context in which they were produced cannot be understated. In a classroom, Mead was acting as a professor with pedagogical concerns,  A description of Mead’s classes by one of his students can be found in David L. Miller, George Herbert Mead, xxxiii-xxxiv. hence the circular nature of his argumentation in the classroom transcripts, while when writing an article or a review for a scientific journal his main concern was to engage in intellectual debate and put forth his views before the scientific community, which explains the clearer and more organized style of the published texts.

Everything Mead wrote falls under either the realm of science, social psychology, or politics, three central modern problematics. Of course, given the systematic nature of Mead’s thought, some items do fall under the scope of more than one pillar, but nothing is excluded from at least one of them. What seems to result from this is a fundamental unity linking otherwise disparate writings, both in terms of the internal coherence of each pillar, and in terms of the systemic coherence of the whole. This unity, as I have been asserting, stems from the fact that the pillar of science takes logical precedence over the other pillars: it is from the perspective of a scientist that Mead analyzes the social character of subjectivity and the “social and moral order.” The decision to resort to archival research should be understood, then, as a means to overcome the difficulties stemming from the fact that this system of thought was never given a published and final form. A system in a state of flux is possibly the most faithful description of Mead’s intellectual edifice given his confessed difficulties in writing down his ideas.  In letters written to his daughter-in-law, Irene Tufts Mead, Mead describes in a rather vivid way his problems in writing down his thoughts. In 1919, he says: “I enclose a page which does not seem difficult but over which I spent at least two hours, largely getting my ideas in shape for further advance, but I suspect that the open road I see before me now, will run into a bog, or a tangled jungle, or most probably into a sterile and thirsty desert. In any case my mind is quite empty now and extraordinarily uninteresting,” Mead to Irene Mead, 20 July 1919, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 17. And again, four years later, he reiterates that “I am vastly depressed by my inability to write what I want to,” Mead to Irene Mead, 11 July 1923, box 1A, folder 10. This inability has been the object of analysis by a number of authors. According to his friend Dewey this was a sign of a “certain diffidence.” See John Dewey, “George Herbert Mead as I Knew Him,” University Record, 17 (1931), 174. Robert Merton suggests Mead to be an example of “cognitive perfectionism.” See Robert Merton, “On the Oral Transmission of Knowledge,” in Sociological Traditions from Generation to Generation, Robert Merton and Matilda Riley, eds. (New Jersey: Ablex, 1980), 18. Finally, Randall Collins refers to Mead’s “publication block.” See Randall Collins, “Toward a Neo-Meadian Sociology of Mind,” in George Herbert Mead. Critical Assessments, Peter Hamilton, ed. 4 vols (London: Routledge, 1993), IV, 264. 

The theoretical relevance of such a methodological strategy lies in the need to reassess Mead’s contribution to the understanding of modern times. One current influential interpretation of Mead’s thought suggests that the social theory of the formation of the self is important for comprehending that in modern social conditions the claims to universalism and particularism are sides of one and the same coin.  I am referring to Jürgen Habermas’s interpretation in Postmetaphysical Thinking. The upshot of Habermas’s selective interpretation is that Mead has nothing to offer if one wishes to study phenomena characteristic of the “system” dimension of modern societies, such as war and international relations, social conflicts, economic consequences of industrialization, party politics, and so on. In my view, such an understanding of Mead’s contribution to the analysis of modernity should be scrutinized from three perspectives.

At a meta-theoretical level, Habermas’s quest for a great synthesis of Western social and political thought can be said not to respect the inherent pluralism of such a tradition. The operating metaphor should be not of a great synthesis but of an ongoing dialogue. Instead of having a single voice narrating the story of how multiple contributions might converge and help us understand our societies, I believe that a conversation between today’s researchers, with their problems to solve, and the authors that in the past had to meet the problems of their age can be a more enriching and self-critical experience. In this respect, Donald N. Levine’s proposal for a dialogical turn in social theory construction is of particular relevance. It is my belief that the monologue offered by Habermas in The Theory of Communicative Action is at odds with his life-long commitment to the regulatory ideal of uncoerced exchange of arguments. In particular, his monological view of the history of human sciences entails a sort of reconstruction that is to a great extent impermeable to the discovery of new contributions in the past of these sciences. The fact that virtually every figure of Habermas’s canon was already an established name in his field before being included in it is an eloquent testimony of my thesis: Habermas is able to reorganize the various scientific fields in which he intervenes but fails to unearth past contributions that could be of great value for his intentions. Habermas’s metatheoretical strategy does not let him to learn from the past as much as he would if he subscribed a dialogical approach to the history of ideas. At a theoretical level, the claim that Mead does not pay sufficient attention to the “external restrictions” (TCA2, 108) on the societal process of communicative rationalization is a consequence of Habermas’s attempt to reconcile Mead and Durkheim. This theoretical move makes him less sensitive to the nuances and internal complexity of each author’s work. In the case of Mead, to accuse him of being too “idealistic” might be helpful for his theoretical convergence strategy, but it certainly does not take into account all of Mead’s contributions. This leads us to the third level, the one concerned with the method employed by Habermas. 

In my view, one of the main reasons behind Habermas’s limited understanding of Mead’s work lies in his methodological approach. Rather than reconstructing the main lines of inquiry along which Mead developed his social and political thought, by taking into consideration the relevant contexts within which their meaning can be located, Habermas favors a reconstruction guided by his own theoretical agenda and primarily based on a doubtful edition of student notes of two particular offerings of one of the courses taught by Mead during his 40-year long career. This is not to say that Habermas’s interpretation does not rank among the most brilliant readings of Mead ever produced. What is disputed here is the method favored by Habermas, one that prevents him from grasping the several areas of research comprised within Mead’s system. I am referring to his conception of “reconstructive sciences,” whose purely rational character makes them insensitive to the historicity of the theoretical elements that they are supposed to reconstruct. Of course, such a methodological choice cannot be dissociated from Habermas’s theoretical strategy and metatheoretical agenda. As a narrator of one of the most ambitious late twentieth century critical theories of society, based upon the findings of analytical philosophy of language, and whose problem-areas range from empirical sociology to philosophy of law, from political science to developmental social psychological theories, Habermas wishes to reconstruct the most significant lines of convergence that bring this enormous gallery of contributors together. Hence a historically minded reconstruction of the intellectual production of Mead as an American social theorist at the beginning of the last century gives way to a rational reconstruction of Mead as one of the many elements of this gallery. 

The point I wish to stress is that the history of the social sciences can be conceived either as a repository of ideas whose availability is limited only by our interpretative abilities, or as a field of past experiences from which we can learn only if we let ourselves question our own beliefs. In 1931, referring to these alternative orientations, Herbert Butterfield suggested that one could “understand the past for the sake of the past” or study it “for the sake of the present.”  Herbert Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1931), 16.  The distinction alluded to is the one that opposes presentism to historicism. In the sense conveyed in this debate, “presentism” designates a methodological orientation to classic contributions that emphasizes their continuing relevance for present-day social and political theory. The importance of classic texts lies in their capacity to throw light on the set of problems that has been giving Western culture a distinctive character since its inception. Additionally, by reading the classics in such a way we are relating ourselves to all the previous generations of thinkers who dealt with this very same set of questions. As a result, their historical rootedness in a particular context is discarded in favor of their usefulness for helping us answer those perennial questions. This kind of orientation on the interpretation of classic texts enjoyed the status of quasi-orthodoxy until the 1960s when, as has been already hinted, a new history of science and intellectual life started to question it.

A methodology of a historicist kind tends to reject an anachronistic study of classic texts. To put this in another way, a historicist-oriented study avoids confronting the classics with questions they were not able to put to themselves, thereby rejecting the existence of a set of perennial questions or constitutive notions. The alternative line of inquiry suggested by historicist-inclined authors highlights the need to identify the problems each author tried to tackle in a particular text. As a result, the reconstruction of the relevant contexts assumes particular urgency. Yet, in a way, this orientation can lead to what I consider to be an exercise in reducing a text to the conditions under which it was written. This would constitute a considerable difficulty for someone like me who wishes to reconstruct Mead’s intellectual system and not the social, political, scientific and institutional contexts in which Mead wrote and taught. It is my contention that a historicist perspective to the study of ideas is analytically independent from an orientation that reduces the text to its contexts – historicism is not to be confused with contextualism or, for that matter, intentionalism. On the one hand, the historical reconstruction of the various relevant contexts, based on the widest possible textual evidence, allows a richness and accuracy in the interpretation of classic texts. On the other hand, classic texts have meanings that surpass the intentions of their authors and the contexts in which they were written. A historical reconstruction can correct a rational reconstruction but cannot replace it. My reconstruction of Mead’s social and political thought is, then, historically minded but it is not limited to the immediate contexts in which Mead lived and worked. It also takes into account the general problematics that shaped the various research fields in which Mead was interested. The suggestion here is to interpret Mead’s writings so that one can avoid both the anachronistic errors of purely presentist readings and the antiquarian readings that prevent us from learning with him. In this sense, I tend to subscribe to Skinner’s position when he tells us that historically minded inquiries into the past provide us with an additional means of critically reflecting on our beliefs, which may be strengthened (if they prove to be more desirable that the alternative possibilities) or even improved (in the case of the alternatives being both possible and desirable).  Quentin Skinner, “A Reply to my Critics,” in Meaning and Context, James Tully, ed. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988), 287.

If one extends this methodological insight to other realms of inquiry, one soon realizes its far-ranging implications. Consider the case of the philosophical and sociological debate on modernity. The single most important factor behind the recent critical historical re-examination of the teleological conflation between Westernization and modernization is the work done in the past few decades by conceptual historians such as Skinner, Pocock or Dunn, the so-called “Cambridge school.”   See, e.g., Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas.” History and Theory 8, no. 1 (1969); Liberty Before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); J.A.G. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment. Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975). By exposing the fallacies incurred by historical accounts with universalist pretences, this historiographical revolution soon extended to other disciplines, paving the way for some of today’s most promising and convincing methodologies for cross-cultural analysis.  A case in point is Jack Goody, Capitalism and Modernity. The Great Debate (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004); The Theft of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). See also John M. Hobson, The Eastern Origins of Western Civilization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Methodological historicism and the study of the different variants of modernity are thus closely related endeavors.

A similar pattern can be identified regarding the way sociologists now tend to conceive their own disciplinary history. The canon-formation process to which we are heirs involved the creation of a canon rather than the possibility of adopting an encyclopedic conception of scientific work, the selection of certain founding fathers, and the dissemination and institutionalization of this self-image through the professional training of the last two generations of sociologists. What “sociology” is today, its methods, its conceptual apparatus and theoretical models, its professional jargon, its problem-areas, all these are the outcome of this process of creation of an institutional identity, in which national traditions played a role which was by no means negligible. One can even generalize this conclusion and assert that the successive presents of sociology are, as they were in the past and will continue to be in the future, the product of a self-legitimizing reconstructed past. Sociological theorizing, far from being an activity separated from historical self-reflexivity as advocated by presentist-inclined authors, actually constitutes a form of theoretical argument based upon a certain positioning towards its own past. Whether we select only the aspects of past contributions that we find appropriate to the resolution of our problems, or pursue a line of theory construction completely separated from historical reflection, or try to engage in dialogue with our ancestors in their own terms but in the light of our own questions, still the relation between theory and history of theory is omnipresent, even if by deliberate omission. 

As I alluded at the beginning of this chapter, I believe dialogue to be the most adequate metaphor to inspire contemporary interpretations of our predecessors. If we add to this the need to offer an interpretation of an author’s system of thought based on the largest amount of textual evidence possible, then “dialogical pluralism” might be the appropriate way to designate the approach I have in mind.  For a more detailed discussion of this methodological approach, see Filipe Carreira da Silva, “Habermas, Rorty e o pragmatismo americano,” Dados – Revista de Ciências Sociais 49, no. 1 (2006). In other words, my aim is to provide a historically-minded re-examination of his social and political thinking that can be of use to contemporary social and political theorists. If Mead is considered to be a classic figure of sociology, and if classics perform a number of functions, such as provoking renewed debates over a number of questions, then the way Mead’s legacy is reconstructed is of utmost importance for present-day sociological theory-building. With Michel Foucault, I argue that it is a fallacy to assume one can “bring back, in all its purity, the distant, precarious, almost effaced light of the origin.”  Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, A. M. Sheridan Smith, trans. (London: Routledge, 2000; originally published in 1969), 140. What is proposed here is a “rewriting” of Mead’s words, with the full consciousness that this will entail a transformation of our “discourse-object.” Still, with this in mind, and given the interdependent relation between the history of theory and theory construction, the goal of a dialogical turn in the way competing theoretical proposals relate to each other can be achieved only through historically minded reconstructions of the classic social and political theorists. Let us now proceed with the discussion of the reception of Mead’s ideas by several generations of social scientists – arguably, one of the most relevant of the contexts of interpretation of an author’s ideas.




Chapter 4 – The Making of a Classic  A version of this chapter was published in Filipe Carreira da Silva, “G.H. Mead in the History of Sociological Ideas,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 42, no. 1 (2006).

A vital context, yet one often neglected by intellectual historians, refers to the reception of Mead’s ideas by following generations of social scientists. In this chapter I will discuss what is certainly the most “relevant context”  In this particular point I fully subscribe to Skinner’s position, according to which “[t]here is no implication that the relevant context need be an immediate one. As Pocock has especially emphasized, the questions and problems to which writers see themselves as responding may have been raised at a remote period, even in a wholly different culture. The appropriate context for understanding the point of such writers’ utterances will therefore be whatever context enables us to appreciate the nature of the intervention constituted by their utterances,” Skinner, “A Reply to my Critics,” 275. for the interpretation of Mead’s oeuvre, the set of interpretations responsible for the inclusion of his name in the sociological canon. The canonization of Mead took two generations to be completed, from Blumer’s influential reading of his former professor to Habermas’s suggestion that Mead should be accorded the pivotal role of pioneer in the paradigmatic change from instrumental to communicative reason. Certainly, the role performed by Mead’s former student and research assistant Herbert Blumer  An account of the relationship between Blumer and Mead can be found in J. David Lewis and Richard L. Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1980), 239-40. in this process of canonization cannot be underestimated. In 1969, Blumer published a selection of his writings together with an introductory chapter on “The Methodological Position of Symbolic Interactionism.”  I am referring to Herbert Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism. Perspective and Method (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986; originally published in 1969). Blumer, who had spent the previous forty years teaching and conducting research along the lines of a symbolic interactionist perspective,  Blumer coins the term “symbolic interactionism” in 1937. See Herbert Blumer, “Social Psychology,” in Man and Society. A Substantial Introduction to the Social Sciences, Emerson Schmidt, ed. (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1937), 144-98. thus assuming the role “of a more or less “loyal opposition” to the mainstream of sociology,”  Hans Joas, “Symbolic Interactionism,” 83. synthesized in this text his reconstruction of Mead’s ideas from the point of view of a social scientist concerned with empirical research. The nature of symbolic interactionism is analyzed as resting on three basic premises: 1) human beings act towards things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them; 2) the meaning of such things arises out of the social interaction between social actors; and 3) these meanings are handled in and modified through an interpretative process.  Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism, 2. Building on this set of assumptions, Blumer then distinguishes a number of “root images” on which symbolic interactionism is supposed to be grounded. 

The first basic image refers to the nature of human society: this is seen as consisting of “people engaging in action.”  Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism, 7. The nature of social interaction, the second basic image, is related to interaction between actors and not between factors imputed to them. Explaining further this point, Blumer resorts to Mead and to his distinction between “the conversation of gestures” (non-symbolic interaction) and “the use of significant symbols” (symbolic interaction). Despite his calling attention to the importance of Mead’s analysis of symbolic interaction, one cannot fail to notice that Blumer fails to analyze the linguistic dimension of such a perspective. The third root image of symbolic interactionism refers to the nature of objects, defined as anything that can be indicated or referred to, i.e., human social life is a process in which objects are being created, transformed and cast aside.  Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism, 12. The human being as an acting organism is the fourth elementary idea. Contrary to the then prevailing view which tended to see the human being as a complex organism whose behavior is a response to a number of factors, symbolic interactionism suggests “a picture of the human being as an organism that interacts with itself through a social process of making indications to itself.”  Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism, 14. The fifth basic idea – the nature of human action - is derived from this notion. The view of a social actor directing his own action by making indications to himself is expanded to “joint” or collective action, the main domain of sociological concern. In this case, the behavior of groups, institutions, organizations and social classes is studied as a function of the individuals fitting together their lines of action through an interpretative process of meeting the situations in which the community is called on to act. Finally, the last image is the interlinkage of action. Blumer, trying to answer the critics that accuse Mead of not dealing with macro-sociological dimensions of social life, insists on the distinctive analytical character of joint action, the societal organization of the conduct of different acts of diverse participants.  Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism, 17. These are the root images of the symbolic interactionist approach. I wish now to discuss how they are derived from Blumer’s rational reconstruction of Mead’s thought.

“My purpose is to depict the nature of human society when seen from the point of view of George Herbert Mead.”  Herbert Blumer, “Sociological Implications of the Thought of G. H. Mead,” in George Herbert Mead: Critical Assessments, Peter Hamilton, ed. 4 vols (London: Routledge, 1992), II, 30 – italics added) (originally published in 1966). These were the words with which Blumer began one of his most influential articles. In it, Blumer argued that Mead did not map out a theoretical scheme of human society, although such a scheme was allegedly implicit in his writings. It was Blumer’s purpose to construct such a sociological theory by tracing the implications of the central elements analyzed by Mead: 1) self; 2) the act; 3) social interaction; 4) objects; 5) joint action. My discussion of Blumer’s rational reconstruction of Mead will be conducted with two questions in mind. On the one hand, I wish to assess the extent to which Blumer is indeed capable of putting himself in Mead’s place, and, on the other, to discuss this endeavor as an element of a broader theoretical strategy of developing an alternative sociological theory to Parsons’s structural-functionalism. From this second point of view, Blumer’s attempt to canonize Mead should be seen as one of the means of attaining a particular theoretical goal, namely to put symbolic interactionism on the map of sociological theories. Blumer’s basic contention is that psychology and social science in the 1960s in the US were dominated by “factorial approaches,” that is to say, they tended to explain human conduct through the influence of some external factor (class, social structure, culture, and so on). In his opinion, this entailed a serious difficulty. Human beings were depicted as mere responding organisms, incapable of self-reflection. Correctly identifying the pragmatist nature of Mead’s conception of the self,  For an analysis of Blumer’s intellectual debt to pragmatism, see Charles Tucker, “Herbert Blumer: A Pilgrimage With Pragmatism,” Symbolic Interaction 11 (1988). Blumer emphasizes that this process of self-interaction puts the “human being over against his world instead of merely in it, requires him to meet and handle his world through a defining process instead of merely responding to it, and forces him to construct his action instead of merely releasing it.”  Blumer, “Sociological Implications,” 32.

In my view, not only is the identification of the central elements of Mead’s thought controversial (human language is missing; historical evolution is absent), but also their treatment is clearly functional to the establishment of symbolic interactionism as a sociological theory and a program of empirical research in its own right. This is particularly clear in Blumer’s analysis of the fifth and last element of Mead’s scheme, joint action (Mead’s “social act”). In an almost undistinguishable presentation of his own thought and Mead’s ideas, Blumer suggests that joint action is a concept that refers to the larger collective form of action that is constituted by the fitting together of the lines of behavior of the individual actors, ranging from a simple collaboration of two individuals to complex alignments of acts in large-scale institutions or organizations. From these five elements (self, the act, social interaction, objects, and joint action), Blumer concludes that one can sketch a picture of human society in terms of action, a picture that defied the then dominant Parsonian structural-functionalism. As he asserts, “[i]t is perhaps unnecessary to observe that the conception of human society as structure or organization is ingrained in the very marrow of contemporary sociology. Mead’s scheme definitely challenges this conception.”  Blumer, “Sociological Implications,” 39. Or should he have said “my rational reconstruction of Mead’s ideas”? 

Be that as it may, my reservations concerning Blumer’s methodological approach to the reconstruction of Mead’s thinking, making it virtually undistinguishable from his own proposals, do not extend to the basic insight behind his appropriation. In other words, Blumer’s attempt to interpret Mead as providing an alternative to Parsons is perfectly understandable from the viewpoint of the modern problematics suggested above. After all, Parsons’s modernist sociology was only the latest and most accomplished re-edition of the modernist response to the selfhood problematic, against which Mead had already rebelled in the early twentieth century. In this specific sense, symbolic interactionism can be said to be in a direct line of descent from Mead’s social pragmatism – both perspectives assume a critical stance towards the dominant modernist paradigm, of which Parsonian structural-functionalism was the most successful representative in sociology in the postwar period as Watsonian behaviorism had been for social psychologists two generations before. Towards the end of the 1960s, early 1970s there can be discerned among social scientists a growing discontent with the modernist discourse, similar to the one embodied by Mead and the social radicals of his generation (pragmatists, pluralists, socialists, etc.). A similar sense of crisis then emerges, a crisis that covers not only the way societies were organized (hence the civil rights movement in the US and the student protests in France in May 1968), but also the way social sciences, sociology in particular, were studying those societies. Structuralism gives way to a multitude of theoretical perspectives, post-structuralism included, in a movement that is as liberating (from modernist certainties) as it is a source of anxiety – as Leo Strauss once put it, “[t]he attempt to make man absolutely at home in this world ended in man’s becoming absolutely homeless.”  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1965; originally published in 1953), 18. What underlines Strauss’s argument is the distinction between classical natural right and modern natural right. If the former imposed universal moral principles, the latter stresses the historical and relative character of morals. Likewise, if the former was based upon a conception of knowledge that favors contemplation and dialectics, the latter trusts in experimental science. See Strauss, Natural Right and History, 120-30. In sum, the contextualist, historicist, and socially sensitive modes of thought that begin regaining currency in the 1970s, are as much products of the second crisis of Western modernity as classical philosophical pragmatism was, a century before, a product of the first modern crisis.

At the end of this decade, Blumer is invited to write an article on Mead in a book suggestively entitled The Future of the Sociological Classics (1981). In this rather historically minded publication,  The editor, Buford Rhea, stresses that “the new generation of sociologists recognizes their [the classics’s] importance,” Buford Rhea, “Introduction,” in The Future of the Sociological Classics, Buford Rhea, ed. (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981), ix. Rhea thus rejects Merton’s separation of the history and systematics of sociological theory. In fact, all contributors were asked to comment on the contemporary relevance of each classic studied. Blumer once again discusses Mead’s contribution to contemporary sociology. This article is relevant for two different reasons. Firstly, in it Blumer recognizes that, despite symbolic interactionism’s wealth of empirical research using Meadian conceptual tools, Mead as a classic was still on the periphery of sociological attention.  See Herbert Blumer, “George Herbert Mead,” in The Future of the Sociological Classics, Buford Rhea, ed. (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981), 136. As will shortly be seen, one of Habermas’s accomplishments was to put Mead firmly at the center of the sociological canon. Secondly, in this article Blumer reiterates his reading of Mead as well as his own fundamental theoretical strategy. In fact, Mead’s conception of human societies as formed by organisms with minds and selves is analyzed in terms of its originality and empirical value as against eight competing alternatives (again, the so-called “factorial theories”).  Blumer, “George Herbert Mead,” 153-59. This discussion gives us a clear picture of the symbolic interactionist appropriation of Mead’s ideas, which arguably entailed occasional misunderstandings of his thought.  For instance, Blumer stresses that “in the case of congenitally deaf children who do not learn a language,” a “child would not develop a self,” Blumer, 141. However, Mead clearly stated that “the vocal gesture is not the only form which can serve for the building-up of a “me,” as is abundantly evident from the building-up gestures of the deaf-mutes,” Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness,” Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods 9 (1912), 405. This said, the symbolic interactionist reconstruction of Mead’s thought has the merit of having fostered an immensely fruitful program of empirical research, notably the main concern of Blumer’s appropriation of the ideas of his master. Much more than trying to produce an accurate historical account of Mead’s social theory, Blumer wishes to develop an original model of sociological analysis, drawing on specific elements of Mead’s thought, namely the notions of self, of social act, and of interpretation and indication. If Blumer’s reassessment of Mead can be easily understood within the American intellectual context,  Rejecting Parsons’s proposed synthesis of European social and economic theories, Blumer resorted to pragmatism, a distinctively American tradition of thought to which, as I have pointed out, he was intellectually related. Habermas’s relation to this current of thought requires some preliminary remarks. 

Habermas’s appropriation of American pragmatism is especially noteworthy since the first generation of the Frankfurt School, in exile in the United States during the 1930s and 1940s, was particularly indifferent to the native currents of thought. Critical theorists such as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer never seriously acknowledged either Parsons’s 1937 The Structure of Social Action, or John Dewey’s political writings.  See Hans Joas, Pragmatism and Social Theory (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1993b), 86. Unlike Hannah Arendt or Alfred Schutz, the relationship between the critical theorists associated with the Frankfurt School and the American social and political theorists was not a fruitful one. When seen in this light, Habermas’s attempt to achieve a synthesis of the American and Frankfurt traditions cannot be underestimated. In particular, his attempt to draw on pragmatist philosophy of science in the debate against positivism in the 1960s,  See Jürgen Habermas, KHI, especially chapters 5 and 6. his endeavors to reconcile Marxist democratic thought with American pragmatism’s political insights,  See Jürgen Habermas, Autonomy and Solidarity, Peter Dews, ed. (London: Verso, 1986b). and his paradigmatic shift from instrumental to communicative action and rationality,  See Jürgen Habermas, TCA2. constitute long-term traits of Habermas’s theoretical profile. In the following paragraphs, Habermas’s rational reconstruction of Mead will be discussed in two parts. Firstly, Habermas’s theoretical strategy will be assessed in order to clarify his conception of “historiography with a systematic intent.” Secondly, I shall examine the relation between rational reconstructions and social criticism in the light of Habermas’s model of reconstructive science. 

One of Habermas’s first writings on the history of philosophical ideas is a postscript to his famous critique on positivism, Knowledge and Human Interests (1972). Still concerned with that controversy, Habermas explains that one way of denouncing scientism’s (or positivism’s) denial of reflection consists in reconstructing the historical evolution of modern positivism. (see KHI, 353) Following the “new history of science” inaugurated by Kuhn in the early 1960s, Habermas attributes to the history of science (natural and human sciences alike)  This point is discussed in the first part of Habermas, On the Logic of Social Sciences, Shierry Weber Nicholsen and Jerry A. Stark, trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996; originally published in 1967), 1-42. the status of a critical self-reflection. The reason is simple. While reconstructing the past of science, scientists must enroll on a self-reflexive activity towards their ancestors. Of course, for those scientists who, like Merton, separate the history of theories and their systematic content this self-reflective activity makes no sense. Thus, in order to avoid this circularity (one has to value self-reflection in order to see it as a rightful activity), Habermas stresses the need for a systematic justification of such self-reflective histories. In his opinion, the confrontation of science theory with the history of science has shown that the task of a “rational reconstruction of the history of science no longer permits the typically scientistic omission of a logical analysis of the development and use of theories.” (KHI, 353) Thus, the systematic justification for conducting historical studies of science lies in the interdependence between history and theory – a logical analysis of the process of evolution of the latter demonstrates the extent of the importance of the former.

Nevertheless, one has to admit that Habermas’s central theoretical concern is not the history of science, nor even the history of ideas, but a specific kind of interpretative social science. His model of social science stands between a positivistic approach, which denies the methodological uniqueness of the social and human sciences, and a hermeneutical perspective, which questions the appropriateness of the notion of science when applied to the humanities. As Habermas puts it in On the Logic of the Social Sciences (1967), this approach can be described as a “hermeneutically enlightened and historically oriented functionalism.”  Habermas, On the Logic of Social Sciences, 187. The basic idea is that of providing a normative reconstruction of the more advanced states of the learning processes of modern capitalist societies in the light of which systemic disturbances can be identified. This normative reconstruction is supposed to be grounded on a theory of language, whose first versions appeared in the early 1970s,  See, for instance, Jürgen Habermas, “Towards a Theory of Communicative Competence,” Inquiry 13 (1970), 360-76; Communication and the Evolution of Society, Thomas McCarthy, trans. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991; originally published in 1976). and was published in its most developed form in Habermas’s magnum opus, The Theory of Communicative Action (1981). 

As I have been trying to demonstrate, the way in which the history of social theory is reconstructed is directly linked to the theoretical objectives of the social scientist who reconstructs it. In Blumer’s case, the reconstruction of Mead’s legacy was used to legitimize a novel and alternative sociological perspective to Parsonian structural-functionalism – symbolic interactionism. In the case of Habermas, Mead’s thinking is reconstructed so that the linguistic turn suffered by philosophy in the 1960s can be expanded to sociology through a paradigm shift – from purposive or instrumental action to communicative action. In both cases, some central elements of Mead’s theorizing are omitted and others enhanced. From the point of view of the history of the reception of Mead’s ideas, these two interpretations are closely related. Habermas’s criticism of Mead’s alleged “idealistic deviation” is very much in line with the widespread belief that Blumer’s symbolic interactionism, due to Mead’s influence, is incapable of dealing with large-scale structural social phenomena. In my view, Habermas’s methodological strategy led him to accept this interpretation at face value. Ultimately, this interpretation of Mead was even congruent with his theoretical intention of making Mead and Durkheim converge. A more detailed discussion of Habermas’s appropriation of Mead’s ideas will be presented in a later stage of this book.  See chapter 12. For now, I shall proceed with a discussion of what can be called an episode in the history of the reception of Mead’s ideas. I refer to Mead’s relation to the so-called “Chicago school of sociology.”

The relevance of this episode stems from the fact that symbolic interactionism, a tradition associated with the Department of Sociology of the University of Chicago, is the only sociological tradition that has acknowledged Mead to be its “founding father.”  This assertion is valid not only to Blumer’s variant of symbolic interactionism, but also to the Iowa-based version of this tradition. Manford Kuhn, the chief figure of the Iowa school, asserts that “[w]e are all too aware of the long development [of symbolic interactionism]: from James, Baldwin and Cooley to Thomas, Faris, Dewey, Blumer and Young (…) Nor is it the fact that Mead represents the fullest development of the orientation that makes so significant the posthumous publication of his works,” Manford Kuhn, “Major Trends in Symbolic Interaction Theory in the Past Twenty-Five Years,” Sociological Quarterly 5, no. 1 (1964), 61. Chicago sociology and symbolic interactionism are usually said to be in direct line of descent from Mead’s social theoretical ideas.  Bernice Fisher and Anselm Strauss, “Interactionism,” in History of Sociological Analysis, Tom Bottomore and Robert Nisbet, eds. (London: Heinemann, 1978), 483. From these authors, see also “George Herbert Mead and the Chicago Tradition of Sociology,” Symbolic Interaction 2, no. 1 (1979) (article in two parts). In a metatheoretically oriented fashion, the same kind of argument is suggested in George Ritzer, Sociology: A Multiple Paradigm Science (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1975). Yet, at this point, one cannot fail to pose the following question. Since Mead was a member of the Department of Philosophy, to what extent did he really influence his fellow colleagues of the sociology faculty? Contrary to what is still commonly assumed, Mead’s direct impact on Chicago sociology came under close scrutiny in the 1980s. As a result of these studies,  I am referring to Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, and Lee Harvey, Myths of the Chicago School of Sociology (Aldershot: Avebury, 1987). the idea that Chicago sociology was closely associated with symbolic interactionism and dominated by the social theoretical ideas of Mead has been seriously challenged. What has now been established is that Mead’s influence upon sociology students was rather limited. Against what they call a “myth,” namely that Mead’s central role in the development of the Chicago school is mainly due to the influence of his forty years of teaching, Lewis and Smith are able to demonstrate that “Mead’s sociology student enrollment was far less than commonly assumed, but also that his social recognition was significantly smaller than his student enrollment.”  Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, 209. Furthermore, these authors are also able to show that during his lifetime and through the year 1935 “Mead had only minimal “influence” on the development of American sociology during this period.”  Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, 225. 

In the face of these conclusions, the role performed by some of Mead’s sociology graduate students, namely Herbert Blumer and Ellsworth Faris,  The relation between Blumer, Faris and Mead is very instructive for understanding Mead’s influence on the sociology faculty. Blumer’s doctoral dissertation was supervised by Faris, and Mead participated in the oral examination. After the completion of the PhD, in 1928, Blumer joined the sociology department and was asked by Mead, in 1931, to take over his course on Advanced Social Psychology. In the previous year, Faris had edited a book that included an article by Mead (I refer to “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” which was included in Intelligent Philanthropy), and it was he who wrote one of the book reviews of Mead’s Mind, Self and Society: see Faris, “Review of “Mind, Self and Society.” By George H. Mead.” American Journal of Sociology 41, no. 6 (1936). cannot be underestimated. When Faris, himself a social psychologist, replaced W. Y. Thomas in the sociology faculty, the recognition given to Mead in the Department of Sociology increased significantly.  See Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, 241. And, as we have already seen, Blumer played a crucial role in the divulgation of Mead’s social psychological ideas in sociology with the purpose of suggesting an alternative model to Parsons’s structural-functionalism. In sum, it was the work of a limited number of former students and colleagues that provided the post-World War II generations with an image of Mead’s contribution to sociology. In my view, this image omits key aspects of Mead’s theory of society and hence is the chief reason why successive generations of commentators were led to think of Mead’s contribution to sociology mainly in terms of his social psychological insights into the social origin of the self and into the symbolic nature of human interaction. Conversely, many of the criticisms leveled at symbolic interactionism tend to ascribe to this current a systematic neglect of large-scale, structural and material social phenomena, and to find in Mead’s influence the original source of this difficulty. What the history of the reception of Mead’s ideas I have just presented seems to suggest is that, once all the relevant contexts for the understanding of Mead’s work are given due attention, it is the combination of a problematic editorial situation with a highly selective appropriation of his thought which explains the “idealist” profile imposed on Mead. On the contrary, a historically minded reconstruction of Mead’s thinking, which conceives the past as an ongoing dialogue (even though sometimes muted or interrupted by circumstances) between a plurality of voices, promises to rediscover Mead’s contributions to all three central modern problematics.

This said, the fact remains that the most recent scholarship, especially of the more historically minded kind, does suggest a more accurate intellectual portrait of Mead. In what constitutes the last episode in the history of the reception of Mead’s ideas into sociology, I will now proceed with the analysis of the major interpretations of his thought offered during the last decades of the twentieth century. In particular, I wish to confront my analysis with the most recent and authoritative literature on Mead.  David Victoroff’s G.H. Mead. Sociologue et Philosophe is not included in this set. Written in 1953, Victoroff’s analysis is a philosophical study whose main interest for contemporary readers lies in the (rather rare) distinctively French interpretation it offers (for example, as we have seen in chapter 4, Bergson’s influence on Mead is given particular attention). It is, nonetheless, a somewhat dated philosophical analysis of Mead. As early as in 1971, Lewis Coser, with the assistance of Robert Merton, writes The Masters of Sociological Thought with a chapter dedicated to a historically minded reconstruction of Mead’s thought.  Lewis Coser, “George Herbert Mead,” in Masters of Sociological Thought, 333-55. Soon after this, David L. Miller publishes what was at the time the most complete intellectual biography of Mead, with the explicit purpose of explaining his ideas in the light of the 1970s.  Miller, George Herbert Mead, ix.  In 1980, Joas finds in Mead “the key to the desired convergence of two very different approaches of linguistic theory.”  Joas, G. H. Mead, 1. From this starting point, one is introduced to a dual reconstruction of Mead’s thought: on the one hand, one can see the internal evolution of the conceptual apparatus; on the other hand, some problem-areas are treated in a systematic fashion. In the 1990s, Feffer follows a contextualist method in his reconstruction of American pragmatism and of Mead’s place in that movement,  Andrew Feffer, The Chicago Pragmatists and American Progressivism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 2, 10-1. while Cook sees himself as an intellectual historian.  Cook, George Herbert Mead, xiv. These are our interlocutors in a debate organized around the following question – how should we read Mead?

One of the first voices to make itself heard trying to answer this question was that of Lewis Coser, much in the spirit of Merton’s new history of science. In a demonstration of the effectiveness of the canonization process triggered by Blumer, Kuhn and other symbolic interactionists in the previous decade, Mead is treated on equal terms with Comte, Marx, Spencer, Durkheim, Simmel, Weber and others. Yet, confirming the effects of the partial appropriation of Mead’s ideas by symbolic interactionism, Coser focuses on only one facet of Mead’s work, his social psychological theory. His other philosophical concerns on science and politics are omitted even when Coser indicates Mead’s other areas of interest which were not to be dealt with in his book. One reason for this is clearly the poor editorial situation of Mead’s writings, since Coser takes the posthumously published volumes for the entirety of Mead’s works. This said, Coser’s account does include one of the first analyzes of the contexts in the light of which the meaning of Mead’s thought can be understood, therefore paving the way for more historically accurate studies in the future. In fact, Coser was the first to denounce what he considered to be the myth of a unified “Chicago school of sociology” in direct line of descent from Mead.  “Something of a myth seems to have spread recently, namely, that the members of the Department of Sociology formed a unified Chicago school of social psychology around the person of Mead. (…) Mead never saw himself as head of a “school.” And it might be noted that the term “social interactionism” was never known at Chicago while Mead lived [as we have seen, it was Blumer who coined the expression “symbolic interactionism” in 1937],” Coser, 345-6. 

A couple of years later, David L. Miller, a former student of Mead, published the most comprehensive study of Mead’s ideas to date. His purpose was to reconstruct Mead’s system of thought so that, in the future, Mead could be put in dialogue with authors such as Whitehead, Merleau-Ponty, Piaget, Husserl, Heidegger, and the British analytical philosophers.  Miller, George Herbert Mead, 24. Indeed, this extensive reconstruction of Mead deals with almost every aspect of his intellectual edifice, but faces two major difficulties. Firstly, it assumes that Mead’s system of thought can be reconstructed from the vantage point of his later writings, namely his principle of sociality.  “In Mead’s last written work he outlined and laid the basis for a system of philosophy which he hoped to develop around the principle of sociality. It is clear that practically all of his earlier work is consistent with this principle and that his social psychology and particularly his account of the nature and genesis of the self offered suggestions and insights about a principle that would serve as a foundation for a new system of philosophy,” Miller, George Herbert Mead, 188. Such an anachronism entails a reading of Mead’s words which is at odds with his own intentions and insensitive to the evolution of Mead’s ideas over time. Secondly, even if Coser offers a lengthy discussion of Mead’s ethical theory,  See Miller, George Herbert Mead, 228-47. the fact remains that the latter’s political thought is reduced to his reformist activities, while his theoretical analyzes of industrialization, labor conflicts, war and international relations are either tangentially dealt with or simply absent from Miller’s study. Therefore, Coser and Miller’s answers to the abovementioned questions fail to do justice to the entirety of Mead’s theory of society and, in Miller’s case, his answers fall into a presentist reading of Mead’s work.

In 1980, a new interlocutor joined this debate with what is certainly the most authoritative intellectual portrait of Mead written to date.  I am referring to the aforementioned G. H. Mead. A Contemporary Re-examination of His Thought. Hans Joas avoided Miller’s presentist reading and made extensive use of the Mead Papers archive. Yet his study is not merely a historical reconstruction, for Mead is systematically discussed in the light of his contributions to contemporary science, from ethics to epistemology, and from social psychology to sociology. Joas distinguishes himself from all previous commentators by asserting the need to take into account Mead’s various fields of interest, even though he does not claim his account to be exhaustive.  As Joas acknowledges in his introduction, Mead’s discussion of physics, history of philosophy and educational theory were not given systematic attention. See Joas, 12-3. Nevertheless, one can identify two different parts in Joas’s book. In the first half, Mead’s thought is reconstructed from the point of view of the evolution of his ideas, starting with a discussion of his personal biography and leading to a comprehensive study of the concept of “symbolic interaction.” In the second half, Joas suddenly abandons this presentation strategy and systematically discusses various topics: ethics, the constitution of the physical object, the theory of time, and philosophy of science are the areas successively analyzed. What this inconsistency entails in terms of Joas’s contribution to this debate is that his reconstruction of Mead meets its purposes only halfway. By reading Joas’s account one can learn how some of Mead’s ideas evolved over time and grasp the internal coherence of certain thematic areas. What one cannot see, however, is how Mead’s system of thought evolved during the course of his career. This is precisely what I wish this book to provide – a discussion of the several pillars of Mead’s system of thought in the light of their evolution from the early 1890s until 1931, a system I believe is better grasped as a coherent attempt at explaining modernity and its various problematics, from the scientific and political realms to the sphere of human consciousness. The aim of such a reconstruction is to provide current practitioners with a new and sounder account of one of their classic references.

But before I start discussing the various relevant contexts for the interpretation of Mead’s ideas, two other interlocutors must be heard. Although Cook and Feffer share a contextualist methodological approach, their studies differ in a number of ways. Cook’s study is in essence a historical reconstruction, particularly interested in discussing the genetic evolution of Mead’s ideas in the light of the various settings in which he operated. In its own genre, Cook’s study is a carefully argued and well-documented work. In my view, though, it can be criticized for assuming that the chronological presentation of one’s ideas is tantamount to a critical assessment of one’s thinking. The re-examination of an author’s thinking requires not only the kind of historically-minded analysis provided by a work such as Cook’s, but also a rational reconstruction that allows for an evaluation of its systematic nature. To a certain extent, this is what Feffer tries to achieve. His study is guided by a concern to discuss the action and reflection of Mead, Dewey and other pragmatists from the point of view of their involvement in social reformist activities. This said, Feffer’s account is limited by its exclusive focus on political issues. The main problem with such a strategy is that the importance of Mead’s conception of science is downplayed and, therefore, the constitutive feature of Mead’s intellectual edifice is not adequately taken into account. Let us now proceed with the reconstruction of the relevant contexts for the interpretation of Mead’s system of thinking.






Part II – The Pillar of Science







Chapter 5 – Science as a Problem-Solving Activity


To show the extent to which the pillar of science takes logical precedence over the pillars of social psychology and of ethics and politics is the aim of the present chapter. The logical priority of the pillar of science within Mead’s system of thought refers to the fact that the principles of the modern scientific method are applied in the resolution of specific problems in social psychology and democratic politics. These two latter pillars should, then, be understood as problem-areas defined in reference to Mead’s understanding of science as a problem-solving activity or procedure. According to Mead and the pragmatists, the scientific method of experimental science is the most developed and systematic application of human intelligence to the resolution of problems in specific segments of the unquestioned world in which we live. As will be seen, this does not equate to a positivist understanding of scientific method, according to which the methods of the natural sciences are paradigmatic for all other scientific disciplines.  Mead’s criticism of positivism, the representative of liberal rationalism in science, is based on its belief that all facts are instances of scientific laws. As Mead stresses in “The Nature of Scientific Knowledge,” an undated article posthumously published in The Philosophy of the Act, “[it] is the position of the positivist that what is observed is, as a fact of experience, there in a sense in which it never can be false,” whereas the scientist’s observation, as Mead conceives of it, “always carries a content or character in what is observed that may conceivably be shown under other conditions to be erroneous, though the probability of this be very slight.” (Mead, PA, 47) Mead is all too aware of the fact that the relation between the objects of perception and the scientific laws supposed to explain them is not without obstacles. The problematic character of this relation is particularly acute in the social sciences given the self-reflective nature of their object of study. 

The internal organization of Mead’s system of thinking mirrors, as I have already pointed out, the major problematics we are inescapably confronted with under conditions of modernity. Understood either as a substantive or epistemological condition, modernity confronts humankind with new problems, the formulation and solving of which are only possible under modern conditions: science, for instance, is simultaneously a product of modernity and the most adequate instrument to analyze it. This self-referentiality did not escape Mead’s attention, for whom the scientific method was evolution grown self-conscious. It should not come as a surprise, therefore, that his thinking is structured along the major problem-areas that define modernity. On the contrary, Mead, the attentive reader of Hegel that he was, was only too aware of his modern condition and of the subsequent inescapable need for self-reflection, which, in modern times, could only be of an intersubjectivist nature. To show us why such an intersubjectivist self-reflection, far from being a contradiction, is actually a distinctive feature of modernity is one of his major contributions towards a critical re-examination of the liberal rationalistic paradigm and its rigid “subjective-objective,” “body-mind,” “individual-society” distinctions.

My analysis of Mead’s writings on the history and philosophy of science will be developed around the following idea. A historical or genetic reconstruction must be intertwined with a reconstruction based on topics or themes if one wishes to understand both the full scope and process of development of the object of study in question. In fact, one of the original aspects of my study of Mead lies in this methodological strategy. Contrary to Joas’s work, where these two elements are kept apart, to Cook’s and Feffer’s books which give preference to the historical, sometimes even strictly chronological analysis of Mead’s ideas, and to Miller’s study where the thematic orientation is clearly favored, I contend that a historical reconstruction must be reconciled with a reconstruction based on topics. In the next four chapters, the pillar of science will be reconstructed with this methodological procedure in mind. On the one hand, its unfolding throughout the years will be taken into account, and, on the other, the thematic unity that brings together the various topics comprehended within this pillar has to be considered as well. In this way, I hope to produce an unprecedented image of Mead’s conception of science, explaining to what extent it takes logical precedence over the two remaining pillars. Finally, the unpublished materials I managed to unearth in the Mead Papers will be used to complement, correct and expand Mead’s published writings on science. In the remaining chapters of Part II, I will deal with Mead’s reflections on the relation between the three pillars and his four-staged model of action (chapter 6), the project of a scientific psychology (chapter 7), and the project of a scientific approach to ethics and politics (chapter 8). Hence the goal of Part II is to demonstrate that it is from the perspective of a scientist concerned with certain problems, in a world that is taken for granted, that Mead develops his system of thought. From this standpoint, to understand Mead’s conception of science is tantamount to grasping the distinctive outlook with which he examines the world. The analysis offered by Mead of the social origins of human consciousness, as well as his inquiries into politics and morals, are but two of the main problem-areas to which he devoted much of his teaching and research efforts. 

It is no less true, though, that a substantial part of Mead’s academic career was devoted to the teaching of and reflection on ancient and contemporary science. The pillars of social psychology and politics are, from this point of view, sustained upon a pillar that is not only logically superior to them (which is why it moulds to a certain extent the kind of approach favored by Mead in those research areas), but is also a research area in itself. In this sense, Mead’s numerous courses on the history of science,  Between 1901 and 1930, Mead delivered a number of courses on the history and philosophy of science. On the history of science alone, Mead presented the following courses: “Relation of Ancient Science and Philosophy,” “The History of Science,” “The History of Scientific Concepts – Ancient,” “The History of Scientific Concepts – Modern.” For the complete set of courses taught by Mead at the University of Chicago, between 1894/5 and 1930/1, see Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, 261-71. like his frequent remarks on this topic in his writings,  Most notably in the 1917 article “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker.” give us a privileged opportunity to see how he conceives of the advent of modernity as being tangled with the emergence of experimental science. Historical evolution, either from the perspective of the human species or from the point of view of moral and political communities, cannot be dissociated from the development of science, understood as a systematic application of human reason to the solution of problems that arise whenever action is obstructed or delayed. 

This idea is conveyed, for instance, in Mead’s Movements of Thought in the Nineteenth Century, a set of lecture transcripts posthumously published in 1936. In these lectures, Mead exercises his skills as a historian of ideas. Describing the intellectual history of American pragmatism, a current of thought to which he is heavily indebted, Mead traces its origins back to the conjunction of two developments in modern science. On the one hand, are Darwin’s evolutionist theory and the behaviorist psychology influenced by it; on the other, the scientific method which he equates with the very history of modern science: “[t]he history of science since the Renaissance is really a history of the research process.” (Mead, MTNC, 353) It is not by chance that Mead connects behaviorist psychology and the scientific method. The interpretation of the history of science Mead offers is closely related to his thesis on the evolution of the human species. As he explains, “the scientific method, as such, is, after all, only the evolutionary process grown self-conscious. We look back over the history of plant and animal life in the face of the globe and see how forms have developed slowly by the trial-and-error method.” (MTNC, 364) This intelligent meeting and solving of problems is the common denominator between the scientist and the animal – both are making use of reason, the latter in its lowest expression, the former in its most developed form.  “If we look upon the conduct of the animal form as a continual meeting and solving of problems, we can find in this intelligence, even in its lowest expression, an instance of what we call “scientific method” when this has been developed into the technique of the most elaborate science. The animal is doing the same thing as the scientist.” (MTNC, 346)

Apart from Mead’s lecture transcripts, there are other bibliographical resources on which one can draw in order to reconstruct his ideas on the history of ancient and modern science. Two unpublished manuscripts are revealed to be especially useful. The first deals with the origins of Greek philosophy, whereas the second discusses the dualism of representational consciousness and a mechanical world.  Both manuscripts can be found in the Mead Papers archive. Their location is, respectively, box 10, folder 20, 29 p; Addenda, box 2, folder 23, 19 p. Both manuscripts belong to the same set that was published in The Philosophy of the Act. However, since they were given to the Mead Papers archive only in the late 1970s, they were left out of that volume. Their quality is of the same level as the material published back in 1938. Along with “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” (1917) and some portions of The Philosophy of the Act, these manuscripts constitute the best articulated statement on the history of science written by Mead.  As for Mead’s commentators, it is Joas who pays more attention to the question of historical cognition. See Joas, G. H. Mead, 177-82. 

Mead’s methodological approach to the history of science and of philosophical ideas, albeit founded upon his “philosophy of the present,” is far from “presentism,” in the sense of the anachronistic study of the past in the light of the present. Indeed, when Mead asserts, in The Philosophy of the Present, that the “pasts that we are involved in are both irrevocable and revocable” (PP, 36) he is referring to the fact that, on the one hand, past events cannot be lived over again, but, on the other hand, when they become known by us in the present their structure changes accordingly – as Mead puts it, “How many different Caesars have crossed the Rubicon since 1800?.” (MTNC, 95; see also MSS, 256) Mead’s concern with the nature of historical knowledge is clear on several occasions, and his methodological stance derives from it. While comparing two competing scientific theories of the past history of the world,  I am referring to the competing theories of the past offered by some physicists and geologists of the turn of the century that Mead discusses in PA, 346-9. Mead observes that the “process of stating the world, stating our past, is a process of getting control over that world, getting its meaning for future conduct,” concluding that this is the “importance of the pragmatic doctrine. It finds its test of the so-called “true” in hypothesis and in the working of these hypotheses.” (MTNC, 349) This general position on the nature of historical knowledge – that our knowledge of history is due to solving problems that emerge in the present – is behind Mead’s historiographical remarks in the abovementioned paper on the origins of Greek speculation. Situating himself between Hegel’s philosophy of history and what he calls the “aesthetic view of the past,” Mead describes what he purports to be the “legitimate method for the history of thought” as one that must “first of all determine the movement which any period represents and then find the place of thinkers whose systems it studies in that movement – not treat their systems as independent reactions upon the forces represented in this movement but as moments within that movement.”  Mead Papers, “The Origins of Greek Philosophy” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 10, folder 20, 6. His criticism of the second type of historiography is particularly stringent. Rejecting the presentist tone of the work of historians such as Lewes, Zeller and Windelband, Mead, in strikingly similar fashion to the historicist inclined authors of the late twentieth century, opposes his scientific approach to the history of ideas to their “aesthetical” perspective, whose 
criterion of consistency and adequacy of the statement must lie in our own emotional valuation attuned to conditions under which we live. As examples we may offer the anachronisms of Jowett’s English gentleman in the Platonic Academy or Zeller’s German philosopher in the Schools of Miletus or Abdera.  Mead, ‘The Origins of Greek Philosophy,” 7.

In the account of the emergence of Greek philosophy offered in this paper,  In fact, this is not the only account of the history of Greek philosophy offered by Mead. In “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” Mead discusses in detail various aspects of Greek science and philosophy before analyzing German idealism. See “Scientific Method,” 176-93. Zeller’s historical studies are mentioned once again, which might be an indication that “The Origins of Greek Philosophy” was written around the same time as “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker.” the social, political, cultural and economic conditions of the society of the time are given a major explanatory role. Mead describes in great detail numerous aspects of the social, political, and economic relations established between the different groups that composed Greek society, from the commercial ties to the colonies to the political organization of the territory. It is within this carefully reconstructed historical setting that Mead locates the earliest origins of Greek philosophy. In his reading, this is a philosophy eminently concerned with social and political topics, rather than cosmological or theological questions. Mead concludes this study on Greek classical philosophy by emphasizing the idea that “every philosophical system must represent the psychological attitude of the people of its time, and that it is impossible to do justice historically to it without reading it in terms [of their historical setting].”  Mead, “The Origins of Greek Philosophy,” 33. 

According to Mead, the notion of a philosophy of history is absent in the Greco-Roman world. It is only with St. Augustine of Hippo (AD 354-430) that historical narratives emerged as constitutive parts of a broader philosophical system. In fact, Mead refers to St. Augustine’s philosophy of history, as presented in The City of God (AD 413-426), quite a few times during the 1920s, in the context of his discussion of the relation between scientific growth and historical evolution.  See, for instance, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” International Journal of Ethics 33 (1923), 230, and PA, 484 and 504. One of these occasions is in the second aforementioned unpublished paper, in which Mead associates the emergence of modernity with the decay of the Augustinian view of the world.  Mead begins by saying: “St. Augustine watching from his spiritual height the sack of Rome, formulated his philosophy of history, and composed his Civitas Dei. (…) It conceived of the history of man from Adam to the Christian era, as the Fall and the gradual preparation of mankind for the Coming of Christ. (…) For this fall of Man and Plan of Salvation the world was created by God out of nothing, exists for the execution of the drama and disappears when its historical events have been concluded. (…).” The advent of modernity is introduced against this background: “But from the collapse and evanescence of this world emerged for the first time the unitary soul. No longer divided into logical strata, at no point bound up in its nature with the body, it appeared as a single self-consciousness organized about its will, the effort toward blessedness in the vision and knowledge of God. The modern world opens with the human soul, with its inner life of consciousness, placed in a world that is alien to it in substance (…) It is the opposition between soul and body,” “On the Dualism of Representational Consciousness and a Mechanical World,” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 2, folder 23, 19 p (1). The point Mead is trying to make is that the history of Europe, where modern science first appeared, can be interpreted as a societal process of increasing secularization, in which national states slowly emerged as the key political organizations around which communities evolved. Moreover, reasserting the methodological standpoint adopted in his study of ancient Greece, Mead emphasizes that all “philosophy that has been of importance in the world has arisen out of real problems in the experience of the community.”  Mead, “On the Dualism of Representational Consciousness,” 5-6. Aware of the circumstance that different communities can face similar problems, Mead acknowledges that, at certain moments, the ancient and the modern worlds shared an essentially materialist and mechanicist view of reality. What separates Democritus, and his atomistic conception of the world, from Francis Bacon is their conception of science.  However, the recognition of the pioneering nature of the work of Bacon does not prevent Mead from criticizing it: “The thinker who stated this need of a new method most impressively was Francis Bacon. (…) [However] He is still looking for essences. He is still unable to utilize adequately the apparatus of observation. Especially he did not envisage this new science as an experimental science, though his statement calls for experiment,” Mead, ‘On the Dualism of Representational Consciousness,” 13. Again, there are reasons to believe that this paper was written around the same time as the 1917 “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” for here we can find a remarkably similar passage: “The earliest statement of it was perhaps that of Francis Bacon. Freeing investigation from the Church dogma and its attendant logic meant to him the freedom to find in nature what men needed and could use for the amelioration of their social and physical condition,” ‘Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” 222. From the point of view of my argument that Mead’s treatment of moral and political issues is heavily dependent on his understanding of science, it is very interesting to note the link Mead establishes between the writing of early modern social and political utopias, such as More’s Utopia (1516), Campanella’s City of the Sun (1602), and Bacon’s New Atlantis (1626), and the development of modern experimental science. These works testified that “the very statement of the world in terms of men’s individual experience left a world that was independent of this experience and yet related to it, which was open to investigation and discovery.”  Mead, “On the Dualism of Representational Consciousness,” 13.

The shift between the ancient and the modern world is thus depicted by Mead as a slow but steady development of a psychological attitude which placed the objective world in the experience of the individual. In “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” Mead takes this idea further and identifies the three main differences between ancient and modern science. Firstly, it is assumed that the world of knowledge can be located in individual experience while maintaining its objectivity; secondly, the contradictions that arise from its inclusion in human individual experience are themselves starting points for reconstructions that allow for a transcendence of the context in which the contractions first arose; thirdly, scientific growth takes place in a world whose reality is never questioned. This rationalizing attitude is what, in Mead’s view, distinguishes the modern man from its predecessors. Hence the “method of intelligence” is but the systematic application of the most developed stage of human reason to the resolution of problems in a “world that is there,” unquestioned by man but subject to change as man acts upon it. This “world that is there,” a pivotal concept of Mead’s understanding of science, is not the object of scientific knowledge; instead the scientist should concern himself with the problematic aspects of experience. According to Mead, the modern world is essentially a world of freedom, of rational choice. Its predominant and most characteristic psychological attitude is oriented to a continual reconstruction of the world around us so that individuals might have the largest possible number of alternatives of action. Rational control over nature means, in Mead’s eyes, freedom to formulate the ends towards which our conduct should be directed.  Mead, “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” 224. 

Modern experimental science is to be conceived as a rational program of conflict resolution. The completion of such a program requires, in Mead’s words, “the solution of the scientific problem of the relation of the psychical and the physical with the attendant problem of the meaning of the so-called origin of consciousness. My own feeling is that these problems must be attacked from the standpoint of the social nature of so-called consciousness.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” 220. This is a rather characteristic statement by Mead insofar as it reveals a clear intention of mobilizing the findings of science to shed light upon the emergence and development of the human psyche. In fact, it can be traced back to the earlier days of his career, some twenty years before these lines were written. As I have already hinted, it is noteworthy that Mead’s early writings on the history and philosophy of science and on social psychology were conceived under the influence of Hegel, which made him particularly receptive to the ideas of Royce and Baldwin.  Josiah Royce connects his own treatment of human consciousness to Hegel’s analysis of self-consciousness in “The External World and the Social Consciousness,” Philosophical Review 3 (1894), in which he is followed by Mead in the 1901 review of D’Arcy’s Idealism and Theology. James Baldwin’s social psychology, in particular his Social and Ethical Interpretations in Mental Development: A Study in Social Psychology (1897), was explicitly developed under the influence of Hegel’s philosophy. Mead, in a 1905 book review, refers quite approvingly to Baldwin’s social psychological thesis: “Professor Baldwin in his Mental Development has described, perhaps, as satisfactorily as any psychologist, the process by which the child’s own personality arises out of the differentiation of a general social consciousness into an ego and alii [sic],” Mead, “Review of Du Rôle de l'Individu dans le Déterminisme Social and Le Problème du Déterminisme, Déterminisme Biologique et Déterminisme Social by D. Draghicesco,” Psychological Bulletin 2 (1905), 403-4. Indeed, in a series of book reviews, as well as in his first substantial published article, Mead stated what could be considered to be the first outline of his social psychological theories, in which one can see an account of subjectivity clearly indebted to Hegel’s ideas. Mead’s early Hegelianism can first be seen in his engagement with a German historian of natural philosophy, the neo-Kantian Kurt Lasswitz.  This engagement occurred on two different occasions: firstly, in “Herr Lasswitz on Energy and Epistemology,” Psychological Review 1 (1894), which is a description of Lasswitz’s theses, and secondly, in “Review of Die Moderne Energetik in ihrer Bedeutung für die Erkenntniskritik by K. Lasswitz,” Psychological Review 1 (1894). Even if it must be said that Mead does not develop an argument of his own in these texts, it is nevertheless true that many of the themes of his later epistemological and social psychological theories are already present in his writings at this time. As early as 1894, Mead is asserting the impossibility of a psychology conceived according to the model provided by physics, since the process of scientific growth, as depicted in his historical account of the development of science, shows that the evolution of human self-consciousness is as much a subjective phenomenon as it is an objective event.  See Mead, “Herr Lasswitz on Energy and Epistemology,” 172-3. 

In the following year, Mead reviews C. Lloyd Morgan’s An Introduction to Comparative Psychology. In this text Mead rejects the then predominant psychological thesis according to which human subjectivity is not available to other human beings except through some sort of analogy between the object of observation and the knowing subject. Mead suggests, as an alternative, that the development of the distinction between the “physical and the psychical in others proceeds pari passu with that in the child’s consciousness of himself – if for no other reason because he could never form the conception of himself as psychical without the conception of others.”  Mead, “Review of An Introduction to Comparative Psychology by C. Lloyd Morgan,” Psychological Review 2 (1895), 401. Mead makes a similar claim about the social nature of personality in his 1897 review of Gustav Class’s Untersuchungen zur Phänomenologie und Ontologie des Menschlichen Geistes, an attempt to combine Schleiermacher’s conception of “personal individuality” with Hegel’s notion of “objective spirit.” In Mead’s view, Schleiermacher’s suggestion that “every man shall present humanity in his own particular manner”  Schleiermacher quoted in Mead, “Review of Untersuchungen zur Phänomenologie und Ontologie des menschlichen Geistes by Gustav Class,” American Journal of Theology 1 (1897), 789. can be given a systematic development only if one restates the Hegelian method in the light of the “process of development revealed by the modern physical, biological and social sciences.”  Mead, “Review of Untersuchungen zur Phänomenologie und Ontologie des menschlichen Geistes by Gustav Class,” 789. And, confirming the interconnectedness between the pillars of science, social psychology, and democratic politics, Mead considers this recent process of development in the sciences in the direction of a new understanding of personality to be an achievement rather than the mere fact of a societal shift towards what can be called “social individuation.” In other words, the growing scientific recognition of the social nature of the human personality identified by Mead can be understood only if one takes into consideration the social conditions within which this scientific movement took place. And the social conditions of modern, industrial societies of the early twentieth century are, according to Mead, the main explanation for the tendency 
to substitute in the individual a vivid immediate consciousness of himself as a nodal point in the operation of these social forces, for the conception of an individual who stands outside of the processes and enters in or stays out as his consciousness dictates or his desires demands.  Mead, “Review of Untersuchungen zur Phänomenologie und Ontologie des menschlichen Geistes by Gustav Class,” 790-1.

Finally, there are two important texts that not only demonstrate the importance of Hegel in Mead’s early intellectual production, but also show how his arguments on science cannot be dissociated from his arguments on social psychology and politics. The first is an article published in 1900 in which Mead presents a classification of the philosophical disciplines, grounded in a new logic of the sciences.  I refer to “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines.” In the second text, Mead discusses the criticism of Hegelianism offered by Charles D’Arcy in his Idealism and Theology. One can see in this book review one of Mead’s earliest formulations of the foundations of his scientific approach to social psychology.  Mead, “A New Criticism of Hegelianism: Is It Valid? A Review of Idealism and Theology: A Study of Presuppositions by Charles F. D’Arcy,” American Journal of Theology 5 (1901), 87-96. In “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” Mead, drawing on Dewey’s article on the reflex arc, offers a neo-Hegelian classification of the various philosophical fields, including metaphysics, psychology, deductive and inductive logic, ethics, aesthetics, and the general theory of logic. This attempt is based upon two assumptions. Firstly, all human thought is motivated by the existence of problems and the conflict between different lines of action; secondly, this holds true especially in situations of “immediate experience.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 1.  The groundwork for a conception of science as a problem-solving procedure is seen here in one of its earliest formulations. It is precisely because human intelligence is conceived as having a problem-solving character that Mead and other pragmatists refer to the experimental method of modern science as the “method of intelligence.” From this perspective, human evolution and the development of science are inseparable processes. 

Even if Joas is right when he asserts the original character of Mead’s treatment in this article of deductive and inductive logics and aesthetics, I would rather emphasize the importance of Mead’s criticism of psychological parallelism and his conception of ethics.  See Joas, G. H. Mead, 61. Joas acknowledges the significance of Mead’s criticism of psychological parallelism as well. The form assumed by the first suggests something already present in Mead’s engagement with Lasswitz, namely that physics cannot offer an adequate model for psychology. Mead rejects the “parallelist theory” that “sets up the individual of experience and compares the world as he sees it with the world which our science assumes to exist free from all individual error, and tries to combine the two series” with the argument that parallelism is “pure epistemology and does not get within the realm of the psychical.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 11-2. What Mead is trying to point out is the fact that a parallelistic psychology operates with a distinction – the one that opposes the immediate content of perception against the physical theory of these perceptions – that fails to address the deeper distinction between the world of unquestioned validity and the state of consciousness that emerges whenever a problem questions that validity. One can see here what is perhaps the most important notion of Mead’s conception of science, namely the “world that is there,” whose validity we do not question until a problem casts doubt on a specific segment of that world.  I will return to this concept in the following chapter. 

The second relevant element of this article concerns the analysis of ethics suggested by Mead. In the system of philosophical disciplines envisaged by Mead in this 1900 article, ethics is related to the application of human intelligence to solve moral problems. In face of a problematic situation, human intelligence can reconstruct it so that action can be resumed in one of two ways: it can either apply the deductive method of organizing one’s world upon the basis of old ideas, or the inductive method of drawing from immediate experience the material needed to reach a new universal.  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 2. Mead favors this latter approach to the resolution of moral problems. In the light of such an inductive method of moral reconstruction, the only moral duty that might be justified is the obligation of taking into account all the values at stake. Failing to do this entails a situation similar to that of a scientist who tries to solve a problem, taking into consideration only some of the conditions involved. In Mead’s words, the ideal of ethics should then be defined
not in the old universal nor in the attempted delineation of what the future situation should be, for in advance of the solution such a delineation is quite impossible, but in the method of meeting the problem, in the statement of all that must be recognized in the solution to be attained; as the ideal of the scientist is found in the complete statement of the various conditions that must be recognized and met in any possible hypothesis.  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 15.

It is now clear that, in Mead’s view, ethics and psychology should be conceived according to a model inspired by experimental science, even though disciplinary specialization asks for a particular definition of their object of study. These two philosophical disciplines deal with problems that arise in delimited segments of the “world that is there.” The domain of the psychical, in particular, is given detailed treatment in a review of D’Arcy’s attempt to formulate a definition of human subjectivity that answers the question – “How can our knowledge of other personalities be given objective validity?”  Mead, “A New Criticism of Hegelianism: Is It Valid?,” 88. D’Arcy’s book is an attempt to conciliate Hegel and Berkeley’s analysis of human subjectivity. D’Arcy suggests that an insurmountable chasm separates individual consciousnesses,  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 89. and that our knowledge of physical objects is more objective than our knowledge of personalities.  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 91. To this Mead retorts that from the perspective of a “social consciousness within which selves arise these chasms have the positive significance of the points of reconstruction [for the] analysis of consciousness reveals an essentially social nature of the self.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 95. A philosophy aimed at producing objective solutions for problems that arise in action must, in the case of the psychical, state the method by which the self meets and solves these difficulties, rather than fall in a metaphysical quest for a perennially subjective being. 

In all these texts, written in the 1890s and early 1900s, Mead can be seen discussing problem-areas that would later on constitute the bulk of his research and teaching. Hegel’s influence is still very much present at this time but it would be a mistake to infer from this fact that Mead supported some sort of metaphysical speculation about ever-subjective entities. Hegel’s dialectic is, in Mead’s reading, a useful tool for coping with the action problems humanity faces. It is a method of thought, whose experimental scientific potential was not adequately developed by Hegel himself since he gave sein a status that transcended being a moment in the dialectic to assume the condition of the very goal of that dialectic. Mead’s allegiance to a conception of experimental and problem-solving conception of science, whose historical track he reconstructed on various occasions, not only explains his reservations about Hegel’s endeavor but also throws light on something of deeper significance – the foundations of his system of thought. Since the very first stages of his career, Mead endorses a problem-solving conception of scientific activity that would lead his inquiries into the social nature of human consciousness and into the moral and political question of “how should man live in society?” 
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Chapter 6 – From the Logic of the Sciences to the Theory of the Act  Portions of this and of the next two chapters were published in Filipe Carreira da Silva, “G. H. Mead. A system in a state of flux”, History of the Human Sciences 20, no. 1 (2007).


My main aim in what follows is to analyze Mead’s conception of science from a dual viewpoint. I shall first present and discuss an unpublished set of notes on a course offered by Mead some time after the publication of his first book reviews and articles on science, social psychology and reformist politics. I shall, then, begin with the unpublished student notes from Mead’s 1911 course on the “Logic of the Social Sciences,”  These student notes are located at the Mead Papers, box 8, folder 8, and are about 100 pages long. Some editorial work would be required if they were to be published. a text that reveals a clear intention to unite an epistemological discussion of the scientific status of the social sciences, in the light of an analysis of the social character of thought, with a social psychological explanation of human consciousness and the application of such an approach to the realm of ethics and politics. In other words, the pillar of science logically sustains both the pillar of social psychology, responsible for the genetic analysis of the human self and society, and the pillar of politics and morals, related to the non-trivial question of “how should man live in society.” Secondly, I will proceed with the reconstruction of the pillar of science from the point of view of its evolution over time, now focusing on the period between the publication, in 1917, of “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker” and Mead’s last written work, the 1930 Carus Lectures published posthumously in The Philosophy of the Present. The main topic of discussion will be Mead’s theory of the act, a model of action with significant social psychological and ethical implications. 

Paired with these goals, the point I wish to stress is that Mead’s research on social psychology and democratic politics can be fully understood only if one takes into account his rejection of positivism’s objectivist self-understanding of science in favor of the pragmatist endorsement of a problem-solving conception of scientific activity. This critique of the epistemological perspective inspired by Cartesian rationalism, as hinted above, needs to be understood in the context of the modern problematic of science as it was formulated at the turn of the nineteenth century in the United States. Rejecting a correspondence theory of knowledge, since it entails the “hopeless task of bridge-building from a world of one’s states of consciousness to an outside world that can never be reached,” Mead favors instead a conception of knowledge as “the discovery through the implication of things and events of some thing or things which enable us to carry on where a problem had held us up.” (PA, 94-5) In other words, Mead believes that the best alternative to the dominant positivism of modernist science was to be found in a conception of science that rejects what Dewey used to call the “spectator theory of knowledge,” i.e. an epistemology based upon the belief that the objectivity that gives science a superior position in relation to other forms of knowledge derives from the distance between the subject and the object of observation. For both Mead and Dewey, it is a fallacy to believe in such a clear-cut separation; instead, scientific knowledge should be conceived of as a process in which there is an inescapable tension between knower and known, between the subject and the object of knowledge. Differently from Dewey, however, Mead proposes to found upon such a conception of scientific activity the answers to the two other problematics, selfhood and democratic politics – it is only by applying the pragmatist perspective of intelligent problem-solving to all three modern problematics, Mead believes, that one will be able to actually overcome the dominant rationalistic paradigm. This is the reason why, as will be seen in the next two chapters, Mead approaches the realms of psychology and politics as applied research fields in which he meets specific problems from the standpoint of a scientist. 

As I have been asserting, Mead’s conception of science is but a part of a more general social theoretical endeavor whose aim is to construct an alternative to the liberal rationalistic paradigm, and the proposals inspired by it, in science, selfhood, and politics. In 1917, Mead ascertains this idea by arguing that the completion of the pragmatist program of scientific activity is dependent on a sound explanation of the origin of human consciousness that dissolves the dichotomy between the psychical and the physical.  See Mead, “Scientific Method and Individual Thinker,” 206. Indeed, during the following decade, under the influence of the British philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, Mead writes a series of articles whose main purpose is to analyze the reconstructive process associated with the growth of scientific knowledge.  See Mead, “A Pragmatic Theory of Truth,” 320-54. Parenthetically, it must be noted that Mead’s analysis of such a reconstructive process is a variation on a theme that caught his attention as early as in the mid-1890s, when he accepted Dewey’s invitation to join the Department of Philosophy at the University of Chicago. His later writings on the philosophy of science, around which my discussion in this chapter will revolve, are, from this point of view, the last and more articulated version of Mead’s efforts to analyze the connection between human reflexivity and the reconstruction of experiential problems. 

An early version of Mead’s treatment of this relationship is found in the aforementioned unpublished set of student notes dating from 1911. In this course, Mead presents a tri-dimensional analysis of the logic of the social sciences. He starts with their epistemological status, proceeds with a discussion of the social nature of rationality and concludes with an analysis of the ethical and political implications of his proposal. All three problematics are, once again, brought together to be analyzed and responded to in a coherent form. If there is one central motif in Mead’s course, it is the idea of dialogue, a notion that is omnipresent throughout his analysis of human thought and consciousness. It is in linguistic communication that one can find the explanatory element needed for understanding the origin, process of development and full implications of rationality or, in Mead’s pragmatist vocabulary, “intelligence.” This is an explanation whose examples include, symptomatically, children’s dialogues with their parents or the scientist’s way of reasoning. The problem-solving nature of rational thought is seen as the socio-biological framework within which modern science must be understood.  “The reason of the idea lies in the fact that there is a problem. A problem is before us, it stands as a question. The answer is not involved in the statement of the problem itself but arises in consciousness without your control. Materials are there but the form of the answer you do not know before. Scientific investigation represents a series of questions and answers – not a relation of premises and conclusion,” Mead, “Logic of the Social Sciences,” 19 April 1911. This is summed up in a rather crucial passage from those student notes:
This primitive attitude the logician calls the universe of discourse – it is rather the universe of intercourse. It is putting of question and answering it so that a further question and answer will follow. (…) All this implies that the test of that process of thinking lies in your mutual action with reference to it. In the forum of thought the individual himself appears as the person who presents the problem, then others appear as critics.  Mead, “Logic of the Social Sciences,” 19 April 1911.

This description of the one abstract group that is, more than any other, all inclusive – the social institution of rational communication known as “the logical universe of discourse (or system of universally significant symbols)” (MSS, 157) – clearly shows the relatedness between two things: on the one hand, the internal reconstruction of attitudes and responses that takes place within the self, and, on the other hand, science, understood as the most universal organized group reaction to the physical environment. By calling “universe of intercourse” to what the logician calls the “universe of discourse,” Mead is trying to convey the idea that communication is the mechanism upon which human reasoning is founded. In particular, the problematizing attitude characteristic of modern experimental science is to be conceived as a logical extension of the emergence of the rational self. In an undated article entitled “The Nature of Scientific Knowledge,” (Mead, PA, 45-62) written most probably in the early 1920s, Mead develops this specific insight. In this article, Mead insists on the distinction between knowledge, understood as “discovery through inference,” (PA, 54)  In “History and the Experimental Method,” knowledge is defined in very similar terms: “the discovery through the implication of things and events of some thing or things which enable us to carry on where a problem had held us up.” (PA, 95) In “The Implications of the Self,” one of the Carus Lectures delivered by Mead in 1930, one can read: “Knowledge is a process in conduct that so organizes the field of action that delayed and inhibited responses may take place. The test of the success of the process of knowledge, that is, the test of truth, is found in the discovery or construction of such objects as will mediate our conflicting and checked activities and allow conduct to proceed.” (PP, 91) and consciousness, conceived as the technique required for that discovery to take place. In other words, even if in the “meeting of minds” which occurs in conversation, learning, reading, and thinking there might be problematic situations and discovery, unlike what happens in the case of knowledge, “this is by no means always the case.” (PA, 52) Experimental science always operates with a mind that is social,  In the sense that in the thought of the scientist “the supposition of his mind and his self always involves other minds and selves as presuppositions and as standing upon the same level of existence and evidence.” (PP, 53) for inferential thought includes the common reference of symbols in dialogue and thinking, that is, scientific rationality involves communication with ourselves and other individuals. 

Mead, however, did expand his 1911 reflections on the social character of thought, and on how the method of science should be applied in the social sciences, to a further field of inquiry, the realm of ethics and politics. These notes are particularly relevant for my purposes since they provide an accurate idea about Mead’s analytical tools and theoretical orientation only a few years before he was confronted with what was arguably the most important political event of his lifetime, World War I. As I have been asserting, Mead’s conception of human rationality and of scientific activity, as well as his political writings, are to be seen as responses to the problems evoked by the modern industrial world in crisis in which he lived. And what is, in his view, the dominant attitude of modern times, the social psychological pattern that we help produce and that enables us to think? Not the “cognitive quest for absolute certainty by purely mental means,”  John Dewey, The Quest for Certainty: A Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action in The Collected Works of John Dewey, The Later Works, 1925-1953, Vol. 4 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984), 231. but instead the attitude of the research scientist engaged in a collective enterprise of solving problems of all sorts, including psychological and political ones.  See Mead, “Logic of the Social Sciences,” 28 April 1911. 

Since, according to Mead, l’ésprit of our times cannot be dissociated from this rationalizing, systematic and problem-solving attitude, he sees no reason why the question of “how should man live in society” should remain outside the realm of scientific inquiry. Very much on the contrary, morality should be approached from this standpoint since traditional moral philosophy no longer provides a satisfactory analytic framework. The relation between the method of intelligence used in science and social and moral conduct assumes, then, critical relevance. That this is so can be seen in the very structure of the course on the “Logic of the Social Sciences” envisaged by Mead in the 1910s, where ethics and morals constituted the topic of discussion of the last third of that course, assuming the status of subject matter for applied research. Firstly, the emergence of human consciousness is discussed so that its social nature is emphasized; there then follows a discussion of human rationality via the scientific attitude brought about by experimental science, and finally, the method of intelligence is applied to the case of morals. The interrelationship between these various dimensions is encapsulated in Mead’s observation, in the 1911 course, that the evolutionary nature of the human mind is the common denominator of the different perspectives from which one can approach the problem of the self in modern times.  “The evolutionary process is the process of judgment itself. This process is now going on in conscious thought. In the case of human consciousness, evolution has become the method of conscious control of man, that is, man finds his problem and deliberately makes use of evolution to solve it. Social science is 1) a group of impulses, and 2) the organization of a group of habits or institutions, such as family, school, government, or property. In all of these institutions, social control has its part. One can not separate political theory from the school, family, etc. When we get an institution or group of habits we get a theory, a theory which will state the conditions under which a reorganization of the impulses can take place, i.e., the institutions may change. So when we state the conditions under which change can take place, the type of the problem which affects the individual is apt to take the legal form,” Mead, “Logic of the Social Sciences,” 19 May 1911. Yet the realm of institutional politics remained impermeable to such a project, as Mead acknowledged years later. Perhaps for that reason, Mead’s intellectual production on politics and morals suffered a slight decrease during the 1920s. In turn, his writings on a four-phased theory of action, on the theory of perception of the physical object that stems from it, and on his theory of time became more frequent and eventually came to assume a central position in his later thought. To begin with, Mead’s early Hegelianism is substituted by his engagement with Henri Bergson and Whitehead.  If a philosophy of history has its ultimate test in interpreting experimental science, then, Mead asserts, “Hegel’s philosophy was an almost ridiculous failure.” (PA, 505) In fact, Mead’s model of action cannot be understood without reference to Whitehead’s philosophy of organism. 

An “act,” according to Mead, refers to the relation between organism and environment, an “ongoing event that consists of stimulation and response and the results of the response.” (Mead, PA, 364) Mead soon extends this conception from its initial bearings upon the stimuli and responses related to the life of the organism to all fields of reality. It is at this point that Whitehead’s influence is more pronounced. As Mead explains, rejecting the traditional doctrine of the relation between organism and environment that “assumes a field that is independent of the organism,” the analysis of perspectives offered by Whitehead in The Principles of Natural Knowledge (1919) and The Principle of Relativity (1922), presupposes that ‘the environment of the form is in such a sense an existence in nature that it cannot be stated in terms of a situation to which the organism is indifferent.” (Mead, PA, 541-42) Mead’s dismissal of absolute idealism (PP, 171) is connected with the endorsement of the relativistic theories of Bergson and Whitehead. The existence of one single absolute perspective precludes the objectivity of individual perspectives, as well as evolution, novelty and creativity. On the contrary, Mead’s social theory of human consciousness and Whitehead’s relativistic philosophy share the same emphasis on the “objectivity of perspectives.” (PA, 114) What Mead wishes to select from the latter’s proposal is its “conception of nature as an organization of perspectives, which are there in nature.” (PP, 173) Individual perspectives emerge from a social perspective which, in turn, transcends the mere collection of individual perspectives. But how can one secure the objectivity of individual perspectives? In Mead’s view, the answer to this question lies in a pragmatic test. An individual perspective, understood as an organization of events, is considered to be objective or real if it leads to the consummation of an act that was previously inhibited. 

At this point, it is necessary to bear in mind that Mead conceives of the act as comprehending four stages. Firstly, there is an impulse, in the sense of a physiological predisposition of the organism to respond to a given stimulus; secondly, the organism perceives either an object or a segment of the surrounding environment; thirdly, the organism manipulates the perceived object, either physically (e.g. an apple) or intellectually (e.g. a past event); fourthly, the organism attributes a certain value to the object in question thereby consummating the act. Despite the analytical distinction between the various stages of the act, and in contrast to a mechanistic perspective, Mead emphasizes the unity of the act.  Referring to the act of eating, Mead says: “Want, interest, and satisfaction – each implies the entire process and embodies it in a particular phase. In this respect they are not composite parts of the act, though the different stages are parts of the whole as a process. In experience, as in life as an entity, the whole is given in the part. In contrast with this, in a mechanism the whole arises out of its parts.” (PA, 452) Mead’s theory of the act has been recently re-examined by Alex Gillespie in a refreshing and provocative way. Gillespie’s claim is that the kernel of Mead’s contribution to contemporary debates on the origins of consciousness is “a social interaction that has become an institution, with established positions (…) which are stable over time.”  Alex Gillespie, “G.H. Mead: Theorist of the Social Act,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 35, no. 1 (2005), 27. This social interaction is designated as a “social act:” “The social act, and not the act, provides a means to escape Cartesian solipsism,”  Gillespie, “G.H. Mead: Theorist of the Social Act,” 34. Gillespie argues. Beyond any doubt, we have here one of the most innovative interpretations of Mead’s work to appear in the last decade or so. My acknowledgement of this fact, however, should not be seen as an unqualified endorsement of Gillespie’s thesis.

My chief reservation regarding Gillespie’s interpretation concerns his inability to adequately appreciate the intersubjective and dialogical nature of Mead’s conception of the act. Gillespie claims that Mead’s central contribution is the social act because Mead’s conception of the act “has little room for the other.”  Gillespie, “G.H. Mead: Theorist of the Social Act,” 34. In my view, to suggest that Mead’s theory of the act is individualistic (i.e. as being based upon a self-object dyadic relation), and that one has to focus on his notion of “social act” to find a truly intersubjective contribution, amounts to failing to appreciate the actual nature and extent of Mead’s version of intersubjectivism. This is particularly clear when one considers the way Gillespie contrasts the act (portrayed as individualistic) and the social act (the sole source of intersubjectivity). Such a dichotomy is totally strange to Mead’s thinking. It conveys the (wrong) idea that Mead made a rigid separation between the act and the social act, the former being a remnant of Dewey’s influence and the latter his great contribution. On the contrary, for Mead, the intersubjective nature of social life lies as much at the level of interpersonal relations (the subject-subject relation mentioned by Gillespie), as it does at the level of individual minds (the subject-object relation mistakenly considered by Gillespie to be non-intersubjectivist). Mead’s chief contribution to contemporary debates on intersubjectivism is not the social act as Gillespie suggests (which is but a specific category of acts that involve the cooperation of more than one individual), but a conception of action and rationality that encompasses the whole range of human experience, from the individual four-phased act to large-scale social interactions. Moreover, I would like to emphasize that Mead’s starting point is not the individual act, performed by a solitary rational being, but the social interaction through which individual selves eventually emerge. Process, evolution, and emergence are the cornerstones of Mead’s intersubjectivist model: from the individual act to complex social acts, the rationale of Mead’s analysis is, contrary to what is suggested by Gillespie, exactly the same.

The problem with Gillespie’s line of thought is that it excludes “objects” from his analysis. It is a purely subject-subject relation that Gillespie tries to find in Mead. Mead, however, always rejected such a culturalist understanding of mind and consciousness. My claim is that Mead’s chief contribution for the overcoming of Descartes’ solipsistic model is a theory of the act according to which social actors engage with the world of which they are part and parcel, including other individuals and themselves, in such a way that they are able to control their conduct. Among his brilliant insights lies the idea that as the object controls the act, social objects control the social act. Gillespie, like anyone whose analysis is primarily culturalist, fails to grasp this important claim. At the root of Mead’s contribution to the overcoming of the Cartesian paradigm is the insight that the act, with its four distinguishable phases, can be conceived only within a social act: the meaning of the act of an individual, as Mead always emphasized, lies in a “threefold relationship of gesture to adjustive response and to the resultant of the given social act.” (MSS, 80) In other words, the meaning of an individual action is found to be implicit in the structure of the social act. One cannot thus claim that the only intersubjective element of Mead’s social theory is the “social act;” the social act is itself composed of symbolically mediated acts, whose intersubjective character should not be underestimated. An “act,” as referring to the relation between organism and environment, is thus a full-fledged social process since the social perspective exists in the experience of the individual insofar as it is rational, and it is its rationality that allows each individual to enter the perspectives of the other members of the group. If mind is there in nature, and insofar as nature is available to rational analysis, individual perspectives are open to scientific inquiry. How exactly Mead develops this project of a scientific psychology based upon his four-staged model of action is the issue I will discuss in the next chapter. 

Before turning to this point, however, there is still one further question that needs to be addressed since it paves the way for the fourth and last chapter of Part II. I refer to the relation between the consummatory phase of the act and moral values. Within Mead’s system of thought, the pillar of ethics and politics cannot be dissociated from the pillars of science and social psychology for his notion of “value” stems from his theory of the act and his social psychological theory. In particular, I wish to underline two points. The first is the fundamental analogy Mead draws between the method of ethics and the scientific procedure, and the second is the location of the value of an object in the phase of the consummation of the act. If the first question is related to the scientific character of Mead’s approach to ethics and politics (which will be treated in detail in chapter 8), the second point illustrates the logical priority of Mead’s theory of action and its theory of perception of the physical object over his treatment of ethics. It is from the point of view of the “bodily organism as a physical thing” in relation to the surrounding environment that Mead addresses the issue of the value of an object. (see PA, 445-53) According to Mead’s theory of action, in each of the various phases of the act one can observe a specific kind of relation between subject and object. In the phase of perception from a distance, the subject can establish a cognitive relation with the “secondary qualities” of the object, such as its color or sound. However, it is in the next phase, the one of manipulation, that the highest objectivity can be attained. At this stage it is the “primary qualities” of the object (e.g. its mass) that are apprehended by the subject. Finally, in the phase of consummation the subject is able to evaluate the object, even if his judgment at this point is more vulnerable to cultural or historical factors, diminishing its objectivity. It is upon these foundations that Mead erects his ethical theory, according to which values can be the object of rational examination even if he rejects both an objectivist and a subjectivist conception of value. The value of an object arises in the context of the relation between the subject and the object, being neither an objective given thing, nor a subjective mental affair.



Chapter 7 – A Scientific Social Psychology


So far I have tried to analyze Mead’s understanding of science as a problem-solving activity as his response to the challenges posed by the epistemological problematic in the early decades of the twentieth century. After decades of optimism about the possibilities of science to produce knowledge that would provide modern societies with the certainty that they so desperately needed, Mead’s generation is the first to be confronted with the possibility that those promises could, after all, never be accomplished. The growing signs of the exhaustion of the liberal rationalistic model, from the overburdened individual to the pressing demands for more democratic participation (from the Commune of Paris of 1871 to the Russian Revolution of 1917, the liberal model of politics of limited access is put under increased pressure), are given a tragic confirmation with World War I. In the face of these challenges, Mead subscribes to the pragmatist epistemological perspective according to which the then dominant correspondence theory of knowledge should be rejected in favor of a conception of science that does not separate knowledge from action. Science should thus be conceived as a problem-solving activity, whose method is but a more complex form of human intelligence and whose internal organization and mode of operation are radically democratic. From this point of view, the pillars of social psychology and democratic politics of his system of thinking are but two problem-areas in which Mead tries to employ the experimental method of modern science. This amounts to saying that the pillar of science takes logical precedence over the two other pillars. The demonstration of this assertion is the leitmotiv of the remaining two chapters of Part II. These two chapters are especially important for my argument since they pave the way for the following parts of this book. The reconstruction of the pillars of social psychology (Part III) and democratic politics (Part IV) thus presupposes the logical priority of the pillar of science: my aim will be to identify which problems Mead elected as the most pressing ones to be solved in those two problem-areas.

My aim in the present chapter is to demonstrate the logical priority of the pillar of science in relation to the pillar of social psychology. In other words, I shall discuss the point of view from which Mead “attacks the problem of consciousness.” I contend that Mead examines this problem through the lenses of a research scientist. The scientific attitude bears a strong resemblance to the perspective of a “generalized other.” In turn, the latter standpoint is very similar to the attitude of a moral agent able to make critical moral judgments. In this chapter, I shall start by indicating the similarities between these standpoints. As will be seen, all three perspectives share an orientation towards abstraction, impersonality, and objectivity. It is possible, as I shall next seek to show, to find behind such a “convergence of perspectives” two fundamental elements of Mead’s system of thought: his conception of knowledge and his model of action. Finally, this will bring me back to the guiding theme of the chapter, Mead’s project of a “scientific social psychology”  “George Herbert Mead: An Unpublished Essay Review of Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct,” Gary A. Cook, ed., Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 30, no. 4 (1994), 379. It is reasonable to assume that Mead wrote this review shortly after the publication of Dewey’s book in 1922. in the context of his conception of the relation between the natural and social sciences. 

As will be seen in detail (chapter 9), Mead introduces the notion of the “generalized other” as an essential condition for the full development of the human self. In fact, one of the most distinctive traits of his approach to social psychology lies in the extensive treatment of the social conditions under which the self arises. The concept of the “generalized other” plays a major role in this process since it refers to the internalized attitude of the social group in the conduct of the individual. As Mead explained to his students in 1928, in order for the individual to develop a self in the fullest sense he has to not only take the attitudes of the other individuals in the group towards himself and towards one another, but also to take on their attitudes 
toward the various phases or aspects of the common social activity or social group in which, as members of an organized society or social group, they are all engaged; he must then, by generalizing these individual attitudes of that organized society or social group itself, as a whole, act toward different social projects which at any given time it is carrying out, or toward the various phases of the general social process which constitutes its life and of which these projects are specific manifestations. (MSS, 155)

Two comments are in order here. Firstly, Mead’s uses the term “phase” interchangeably with “aspect.” In Mead’s time, “phase” denoted the appearance of an object from a given point of reference, such as a temporal one. In this sense, at a given point in time, a living organism could have the “aspect” of a child, while at another it appears as a grown adult. These appearances are phases of the organism’s life cycle. In contemporary English, however, the term “aspect” includes other meanings such as “component of a complicated matter.”  See “The Mead Project’ editors” notes in http://paradigm.soci.brocku.ca/~lward/project_goals.html. While interpreting Mead it is important to keep this fact in mind. The attitude of a “generalized other” is supposed to be understood as one in which the individual is taking on the attitude of other individuals towards the different temporal phases or aspects of a given process. Secondly, as Mead asserts in “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control” (1925), these phases of social processes are to be interpreted in terms of his model of action. Whereas vocal gestures belong historically to the beginning of the act, having provided in phylogenetic terms the medium of social organization in human society, the “generalized other,” which enables us to “attain to the levels of abstract thinking, and that impersonality, that so-called objectivity that we cherish,”  Mead, “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” International Journal of Ethics 35 (1925), 272. is located in the later phase of manipulation. The “generalized other” is still connected to another phase of the act, namely the stage of consummation. As will be shown in detail (see chapter 15), the critical vantage point from which one can criticize the existing moral order is precisely the standpoint of a “generalized other.”  “Reason is then a medium within which values may be brought into comparisons with each other, in abstraction from the situations within which they have come into conflict with each other; and within this impartial medium it becomes possible to reconstruct values and our conduct growing out of them,” Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” in Selected Writings. George Herbert Mead, Andrew Reck, ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1981; originally published in 1964), 406. 

The triadic nature of Mead’s system of thought reveals itself once again. The perspectives to which I am alluding reflect Mead’s attempt to produce an articulated response to all three major modern problematics. The relative autonomy of the perspectives of the research scientist, of the social actor, and of the moral agent, however, should not mislead us. They are all phases of Mead’s scientific enterprise, whose similarity demonstrates the systematic nature of his thinking. One can perhaps speak of “convergence of perspectives:” each pillar of Mead’s system of thought comprehends a certain perspective that is structurally similar to the remaining two; they converge in their common orientation towards abstraction, impersonality and objectivity. From this point of view, my argument that Mead’s system should be reconstructed both genetically and thematically amounts to suggesting the following. On the one hand, one should reconstruct each aspect (i.e., each pillar) of that system so that its historical evolution is grasped, i.e., so that one can reconstruct the various phases of the evolution of that thinking process, while on the other hand, one should reconstruct the various perspectives (the pillars) that together constitute Mead’s system. Each methodological perspective – genetic or thematic – provides a specific kind of understanding of Mead’s oeuvre. It is my belief that only by combining these perspectives can one aspire to capturing the multiple developmental stages of each facet and to uncover the fundamental links that bring them together, thus revealing their systemic character. Mead’s thinking is as much fluid and in-the-making, thus resisting the fixed form of the written word, as it is systemic and articulated, aimed at revealing the hidden connections between the various problem-areas of our age. Baudelaire’s choice of words to describe modernity – “the transient, the fleeting, the contingent”  Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, Jonathan Mayne, trans. and ed. (New York: Da Capo Press, 1986; originally published in 1863). – could hardly be more appropriate to describe Mead’s own understanding of modern times and of the inescapable questions that it imposes on all of those living under modern conditions. Seen in this light, my earlier assertion that Mead’s system of thinking exists in a state of flux seems to gain an increased significance.

In what follows, I focus on the convergence between the perspective of the research scientist and the standpoint of a “generalized other,” understood as a fundamental element of Mead’s social psychology.  This same similarity is explored, if with a different purpose, by Karen Hanson in The Self Imagined. Philosophical Reflections on the Social Character of Psyche (London: Routledge, 1986), 95-9. I now turn to try to bring out the common insight shared by these two perspectives. Mead’s conception of knowledge and his model of action enlighten this insight. With reference to the former, Mead’s notion of knowledge as a process of coordinating individual perspectives is internally connected with the psychological attitude of “an “other” which is an organization of the attitudes of those involved in the same process.” (MSS, 154) In the case of the latter, I will discuss the location of the most objective kind of knowledge within the phase of manipulation, the only phase of the act in which the coordination of perspectives can occur. 

The example of a child in a room mapping the environment, crawling about, perceiving a given object at distance, seeing it at successive moments in time until he eventually grabs it, is what Mead has in mind when he equates knowledge with the process of coordination of perspectives. (see Mead, PA, 134) As one can see, the phase of the act in which the coordination of perspectives is achieved is that of manipulation. Mead, however, is very keen on rejecting the identification of the percept with the object of knowledge. Rather, Mead identifies knowledge with the solution of problems (PA, 94-5) human beings face whenever they act, either in scientific research, in social situations, or in moral and political contexts. From his model of action, one can draw significant conclusions concerning which kind of knowledge can be found in each of these contexts of action. In moral situations, cognition is correlated to the phase of consummation: the moral agent knows the value of an object as a result of the practical interaction between him and the object of perception. In social situations, the objectivity attained augments insofar as cognition is related to perception from a distance of secondary qualities (such as sounds). Such is the case of two individuals in dialogue with each other. The most objective knowledge, however, occurs in the context of scientific research. The interaction between subject and object in this situation is based on the cognition of primary qualities (such as mass) through the manipulation of objects. 

I am now in a position to draw a parallel between the perspective of the scientist and the standpoint of a “generalized other.” The textual basis that will be summoned in support of this assertion is found in two of Mead’s articles: “The Objective Reality of Perspectives,” published in The Philosophy of the Present, and “Perception and the Spatiotemporal,” included in The Philosophy of the Act. In the first essay, Mead discusses the conception of a set of events as the organization of different perspectives of these events, from the point of view of a scientific social psychology. The objective data of such a scientific discipline consist in “those experiences of the individuals in which they take the attitude of the community [i.e., the generalized other]’; by making use of these data, the critical social scientist is “only replacing the narrower social perspectives of other communities by that of a more highly organized and hence more universal community.” (PP, 175) From this perspective, the experimental method is the technique by which the individual perspective becomes the perspective of the most universal community, that of the “logical universe of discourse.” 

In the second essay, Mead provides us with a description of how scientists apply this technique. As he explains, in the case of a fig-tree, is it only from the point of view of the scientist that fig-trees reach their fruitage through the action of the wasps. The two stories of the fig-tree (fertilization of the flower) and of the wasps (digestion of the honey) intersect when seen from the standpoint of the scientist who introduces wasps to fertilize fig-tree flowers. In a sense, then, the scientific perspective “includes the perspectives of both” (PA, 184) the fig-tree and the wasps. This ability of the scientist to reach a standpoint which includes the perspectives of the various objects of knowledge is but the systematic development of the human ability to assume the attitude of the “generalized other,” as reconstructed by social psychology. What Mead is suggesting, after all, is that one can draw a parallel between the scientist, who takes a perspective able to unify an object of knowledge, and the attitude of a “generalized other,” which allows the emergence of a unified self.

Mead’s conception of the relation between the natural and social sciences helps one to understand the way in which social psychology is supposed to be a scientific endeavor. In the social and natural sciences alike, given the experimental and problem-solving nature of their activity,  “There is certainly no fundamental distinction between the researches of the historian, the philologist, the social statistician and those of the biologist, the geologist or even the physicist and chemist, in point of method. Each is approaching problems which must be solved, and to be solved must be presented in the form of carefully gathered data. For their solution hypothesis must be constructed and tested by means of experiment or observation,” Mead, “The Teaching of Science in College,” Science 24 (1906), 391. scientists are interested in particulars insofar as they emerge as exceptions to universals. The solution of the problem brings with it the disappearance of particular instances in the “universality of the law.” (PA, 634) In the case of the physical sciences, the scientist frees his perceptions from the idiosyncrasies and perspectives of particular observers through the discovery of the “uniformities which hold for all observers and thinkers.” (PA, 22) Similarly, in a scientific social psychology, the standpoint to be adopted should be one that lies in the intersection of all differing perspectives on the object so that it can disclose the self’s uniformities that can serve as data for scientific experimentation, while at the same time retaining their particular content.  “And then psychology enrolls itself among the natural sciences, and accepts its experimental method and struggles to free itself from its philosophic inheritances. It has been chiefly occupied in trying so to state our experiences that they can retain their concrete content and still become data for scientific observation and experiment,” Mead, “Bishop Berkeley and his Message,” Journal of Philosophy 26 (1929), 428. Psychical events become scientific data only when they correspond to definite conditions of objective experience.

This attempt to reconcile the universal character of social psychology’s data and the particular nature of the human mind is revealed when Mead discusses the relation between the attitude of a “generalized other” and social control. If a science of the self presupposes such an abstract, impersonal and objective perspective so that the typical features of the human self are identified, does this mean that there is no space for individuality in Mead’s scientific social psychology? Very much on the contrary, by identifying social control with the self-critical attitude of the individual who adopts the attitude of a “generalized other,” Mead argues, in his 1928 lectures on social psychology, that social control is “actually constitutive of and inextricably associated with that individuality; for the individual is what he is, as a conscious and individual personality, just in as far as he is a member of society.” (MSS, 255) 

A similar stance can be found in the unpublished 1911 student notes on the “Logic of the Social Sciences.” In these unpublished lectures, however, one can find a further crucial argument being made. Mead asserts that the attitudes of the scientist and of modern man are closely connected: 
Scientific research is the dominant intellectual attitude of the present and has been so for the last century and seems to be going to be. It takes one thousand scientists to build up the world but the individual scientist may not see how his portion affects the whole, but he knows that the building is there and his attitude is helping to build.  Mead, “Logic of the Social Sciences,” 28 April 1911.

This line of argument is restated years later, in “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control” (1925). Addressing the specifically modern nature of the society of his time, Mead questions whether “modern man” can put himself in the place of those who contribute to his needs or share with him civic duties better than his predecessor, given the increasing social complexity of modern industrial societies. The societal shift towards modernity, with its associated processes of urbanization and industrialization, does not seem to affect Mead’s faith in the human progress through the application of human intelligence in the resolution of social problems.  “As long as the complexities of human society do not exceed those of the central nervous system, the problem of an adequate social object, which is identical with that of an adequate self-consciousness, is not that of becoming acquainted with the indefinite number of acts that are involved in social behavior, but that of so overcoming the distances in space and time, and the barriers of language anti convention and social status, that we can converse with ourselves in the roles of those who are involved with us in the common undertaking of life,” Mead, ‘The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” 276. This same confidence can be found in Mead’s last published book review. Commenting on the conception of scientific theory and method put forward by E. W. Hobson,  Whose background in maths made him endorse a conception of scientific theory that “belongs to the stage at which the theory has reached a certain finality and may be regarded from the standpoint of its structure and coherence, not to the stage at which it is being worked out in actual research,” Mead, “Review of The Domain of Natural Science by E.W. Hobson,” Journal of Religion 4 (1924), 325. a mathematician from Cambridge, Mead asserts that “human intelligence is turning with more and more confidence to the application of scientific method to its social problems.”  Mead, “Review of The Domain of Natural Science by E.W. Hobson,” 326.

Bringing this chapter to an end, I wish to underline once again the close relationship between Mead’s understanding of science and his social psychological concept of the “generalized other.” Mead privileged throughout his career a scientific approach to social psychology. The problem he wishes to solve is the role performed by social conditions in the process of emergence and development of the human self. His solution emphasizes the linguistic character of rationality. Mead not only conceives of language as a fundamentally cooperative process, but also ascribes to it a universal orientation that is represented by the notion of a “logical universe of discourse.”  Mead defines the relation between the universality of human thought and the attitude of the “generalized other” in the following terms: “The character of universality arises out of the social attitude of the individual toward the world. In so far as the individual takes the attitude of the generalized other toward the object there emerges an object that is universal.” (PA, 275) Such is the basis upon which is founded the similarity between the standpoints of the scientist, the “generalized other,” and of the critical moral agent. These three perspectives taken together represent for Mead what the “flaneur” means for Benjamin or “the stranger” means for Simmel – the ideal-typical embodiment of the modern self. In Mead’s case, the socially and symbolically defined biological organism that is the modern self is able to attain unprecedented levels of abstraction and generality while achieving no less unparalleled degrees of individualization. The generality and abstraction pole, if you will, is inspired by the figure of the experimental scientist, making use of his intelligence to analyze segments of the world around him: the other two perspectives, the “generalized other” and the critical moral agent, are the concrete application to a specific field of research of that regulatory ideal. Whereas the “generalized other” is a crucial element of Mead’s socio-linguistic explanation of the development of human consciousness, the attitude of the moral agent points to Mead’s favored procedure for the solution of ethical and political problems. It is to this latter perspective that I turn in the chapter that follows.



Chapter 8 – A Science of Politics and Morals


The purpose behind this chapter is to show the extent to which Mead’s response to the modern epistemological paradigm shapes his responses in the area of politics and morals. His scientific approach to political modernity aims not only at the resolution of political and moral problems, but is also internally organized according to the modern democratic principles of equal participation. Even though “science and democracy” is a well-known pragmatist motto, it acquires in Mead an added significance given his more prominent favoring of experimental science than, say, Dewey. Hence the first question I wish to discuss – the relation between the scientific method and the political and moral issues. In particular, I will suggest that despite the fragmentary character of his writings on these issues, an underlying effort of applying an experimental approach to their resolution can be discerned. In this specific sense, it can be said that Mead aims at a science of politics and morals. To the question of “how should one live in society?,” Mead suggests that the most appropriate answer lies not in a deductively rationalistic model, based upon the clear-cut separation between theory and practice, but in an experimental approach to the resolution of political and moral problems. In a second section, I will explore the conceptual relations between the pillars of social psychology and politics: Mead’s various remarks on what he calls a “psychology of ethics” will be presented in support of this thesis. The third question that I wish to address concerns the social theoretical basis of Mead’s political thought. Mead’s inquiries into modern selfhood, which emphasizes the socio-linguistic of human rationality, will be shown to constitute an inspiring example of how contemporary theories of deliberative democracy can rest upon solid social-theoretical foundations. These three questions will be addressed in succession, following the evolution of Mead’s scientific approach to ethics and politics over time. Let us now start with the similarities between the scientific perspective and the critical moral standpoint in the early days of Mead’s career.

Among the first written documents in which one can find stated Mead’s favoring of a scientific approach to the solution of political problems are “The Working Hypothesis in Social Reform” and his review of Gustave Le Bon’s “The Psychology of Socialism.” Both texts date from 1899. In the former, Mead attempts a description of social reformist activities as situations where individuals apply the method of intelligence to the control of social conditions. As he puts it, “[w]hat we have is a method and a control in application, not an ideal to work toward. As has been stated, this is the attitude of the scientist in the laboratory.”  Mead, “The Working Hypothesis in Social Reform,” American Journal of Sociology 5 (1899), 367. In this statement, one can see not only Mead’s rejection of “programist socialism” in favor of an “opportunistic” approach,  This point will be developed in chapter 13. but also that this latter approach is inspired by a problem-solving conception of science. This said, Mead acknowledges the existence of a significant difference between the application of the method of intelligence in the natural sciences and in the social sciences. In social reform, unlike what happens in the study of physical events, the knowing subject is at the same time the object of study. This self-referentiality can be overcome only if the political ideal that guides social reform is “the result of some specific problem which involves readjustment of the world as it is, not to meet a detailed ideal of a perfect universe, but to obviate the present difficulty; and the test of the effort lies in the possibility of this readjustment fitting into the world as it is.”  Mead, “The Working Hypothesis in Social Reform,” 371. In the aforementioned book review, Mead levels a criticism at Le Bon for not meeting this criterion. Le Bon’s psychology of socialism is of a “programist character,” fatally at odds with the piecemeal application of the method of intelligence to social reform.  See Mead, “Review of The Psychology of Socialism by Gustave Le Bon,” American Journal of Sociology 5 (1899), 409. Here we can see one of Mead’s earliest assertions of the essentially psychological character of political problems, a position widely shared by his department colleagues at the University of Chicago in the turn of the century.  See Feffer, The Chicago Pragmatists, 159-78. From the outset of his career, Mead advocates scientific social reform as an alternative to utopian programs of social change. As we shall see, this optimism in the possibilities of the application of the “method of intelligence” to the resolution of political problems would wane in the face of the historical event that would symbolize the peak of the first crisis of Western modernity, World War I.

As I have already hinted in chapter 5, in the 1900 article “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines” Mead suggests that reflective thought can reconstruct a problematic situation in two distinct ways. One can approach a moral problem either by deductively reaffirming old meanings as they apply to the problem in question, or by inductively searching for new meanings: in this sense, poverty can be conceived of as either a natural feature of human societies or as a social problem requiring solution. Mead considers this latter approach to be superior since it treats moral problems as occasions for moral growth, and not as “chronic and destructive”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 15.  conflicts. Furthermore, such an inductive method of moral reconstruction bears a strong resemblance to the experimental method used by the research scientist: the moral agent has to do justice to all the relevant values in the problematic situation, just as the scientist has to take into account all the relevant facts in order to produce a working hypothesis. Some years later, Mead restates this idea in “The Philosophical Basis of Ethics” (1908). In this article, however, Mead no longer speaks of inductive and deductive moral methods, but of “abstract external valuation” and “concrete valuation.”  Mead, “The Philosophical Basis of Ethics,” International Journal of Ethics 18 (1908), 322. Notwithstanding this terminological modification, Mead’s approach to morals continues to reject any appeal to a transcendent fixed moral order. Mead identifies this latter approach with the attitude of the “pulpit,” suggesting that one should assume instead the attitude of the “scientific investigator.”  Mead, “The Philosophical Basis of Ethics,” 321. Whereas abstract external valuations are made in reference to a fixed model of previously existing conduct, concrete valuations have the advantage of confronting the moral agent with a dialectic process of moral reconstruction, very much in the spirit of experimental science. Comparing an engineer’s task of constructing a railroad with a moral agent’s need to solve a moral problem, Mead asserts that moral advance can be secured only if the moral agent is able to experimentally evaluate and eventually abandon or transform old moral values.  Mead, “The Philosophical Basis of Ethics,” 320. Moral growth, like scientific growth, is a creative intellectual process.

In the 1913 article “The Social Self,” Mead connects for the first time this reflection on morals to his insights on social psychology. Such a connection is made taking into consideration his conception of science as a problem-solving procedure. Comparing this text with Mead’s previous writings, the major difference lies in the “essentially social character of the ethical end”  Mead, “The Social Self,” Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods 10 (1913), 378. and of the process by which moral problems are supposed to be resolved. Returning to the example of poverty, the intelligent resolution of this problem is equated with the good of the community as a whole. Mead now criticizes as “selfishness” what earlier he called “deductive” and “external valuation” methods of moral reconstruction. His privileged way of solving moral problems and securing moral growth is still an approach that does justice to all the values at stake. By resorting to reflective analysis, the moral problematic situation can be reconstructed in such a way that new and enlarged selves may emerge. What science teaches us, Mead claims, is that out of a moral problem a new self can emerge, a self whose interests are much more in accordance with the community’s interests than those of the old self. Problems involving conflicting moral values should, then, be seen as instances of moral reconstruction and growth. In this respect, the logic of moral and scientific reconstruction is identical. There is, however, one fundamental difference between the scientific and the moral solution of a problem. Whereas scientific problems concern interests that do not directly affect the human self, moral problems deal with “concrete personal interests, in which the whole self is reconstructed in its relation to the other selves whose relations are essential to its psychology.”  Mead, “The Social Self,” 379. What the “The Social Self” introduces is a psychological treatment of moral issues in the light of the method of intelligence. In this article, one can see how each pillar contributes to the workings of Mead’s system of thinking: science gives the method, social psychology the objective explanation of human subjectivity, and morals and politics the objective solution for the problems of the “moral or social order” of modern industrial societies.

Leaving the discussion of Mead’s reaction to World War I to a later stage of this book (see chapter 14), I would nevertheless like to emphasize the fact that in the 1915 article “The Psychological Bases of Internationalism” one can find the same psychological analysis of political problems. Rejecting the militaristic and nationalistic mentality of the conflicting parts, Mead points to a cosmopolitan psychological attitude as the solution for military warfare.  “Militarism is not simply an evil in itself. It is typical and conservative of a state that is narrowly national in its attitude and that refuses to recognize the international society, that after all has made the self-conscious state possible. The problem is then largely a psychological problem, for it has to do with the change in attitude, the willingness to accept the whole international fabric of society, and to regard the states and the communities of which they are the instruments, as subject to and controlled by the life of the whole, not as potential enemies for whose assault each state must be forever on the watch,” Mead, “The Psychological Bases of Internationalism,” Survey 33 (1915), 607. Even if, as we shall see, the tragic outcome of the Great War left a deep impression on Mead, it is no less true that his faith in science as a model for the resolution of moral and political problems was never diminished. What did diminish was his confidence in the application of that model: the fact that humankind could use its greatest achievements to its own destruction does not make less of those achievements, but it should make us more conscious of our moral responsibilities. This can be seen in an essay published in 1923, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences.” In this article, Mead develops what is probably his best articulated account of a “psychology of ethics.”

Mead’s starting assertion identifies the realm of morals with social life since “morality has to do with the relations of intelligent beings with each other and that this determined moral or social order is a world as it should be and will.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” International Journal of Ethics 33 (1923), 230. There is, though, a dichotomy between two attitudes towards the social or moral order in which human beings develop their lives. On the one hand, there is the religious or teleological attitude taken by those for whom ethical ends are given in advance and who regulate their social and moral conduct accordingly. On the other hand, there is the scientific or mechanical attitude taken by those who distinguish a moral order that is anticipated from a natural order that is known a posteriori.  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 231-2. Mead highlights the fact that humanity has been very successful in applying the scientific method to the natural order while leaving the moral order out of the field of scientific analysis. Among the most negative consequences of this situation, Mead adduces the examples of World War I, a conflict triggered by the particularistic and narrow nature of the ends in dispute, and of municipal politics, where policy-making hardly makes any use of scientific knowledge. Mead’s position is unequivocal: “It would be a mistake to assume that scientific method is applicable only in the fashioning and selection of means, and may not be used where the problem involves conflicting social ends or values.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 235. 

Such a categorical statement seems, in the light of contemporary moral philosophy, difficult to sustain. Contrary to the faith in scientific progress characteristic of most members of Mead’s generation, today’s reflection on morals tries at best to attain logically plausible arguments, avoiding any claims of being able to achieve law-like rules or maxims. There are, however, contemporary attempts to construct scientific moral philosophical theories, even if this scientific character is carefully distinguished from the knowledge produced by the natural sciences.  One case in point is Habermas’s discourse ethics, a program of research developed with Karl-Otto Apel since the mid-1970s. For now, I would like to emphasize 1) that Mead never aimed at defining any set of law-like moral rules: very much to the contrary, his problem-solving conception of science clearly rules out such deductive and deterministic solutions; and 2) that Mead’s scientific approach to moral and social problems itself embodies an ethical ideal, an ideal of an impartial resolution of moral problems. Such an ideal of impartiality is inspired by the attitude of the research scientist. Mead explains:
What scientific method does require, if it is to be consistently used, is that all the conflicting ends, the institutions and their hitherto inviolable values, be brought together and so restated and reconstructed that intelligent conduct maybe possible, with reference to all of them. Scientific method requires this because it is nothing but a highly developed form of impartial intelligence.  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 236-7.

The application of the method of intelligence to the resolution of moral and social problems does not guarantee per se a successful outcome. Mead emphasizes the need for creativeness in the concrete application of his model of moral reconstruction. When we are confronted with a problem and our current hypotheses are found wanting, we should resort to imagination and try to come up with new hypotheses. This requirement, along with the demand for impartiality, is the cornerstone of Mead’s science of morals. There is still one fundamental difficulty his approach to morals has to face. While acting, unlike in a laboratorial situation, human agents cannot postpone their actions indefinitely. In fact, on many occasions individuals have to pursue their plans of action, however inadequate these may be. Additionally, there are “incommensurable cult values” that defy comparison with the other values in question since they constitute our ideals. An example might help illuminate the meaning of this notion. Democracy understood as an incommensurable value is, at the same time, a cherished ideal that we seek to pursue and a concrete political form of government which constantly falls short of its ideal form. Such an incommensurable value raises one serious difficulty in Mead’s approach: how can a moral agent construct a hypothesis on the basis of a value that resists comparison with the remaining competing values? The solution resides, according to Mead, in restating cult values in a non-incommensurable way, i.e., in terms of their functions: “[t]here are no absolute values. There are only values which, on account of incomplete social organization, we cannot as yet estimate, and in face of these the first enterprise should be to complete the organization if only in thought so that some rough sort of estimate in terms of the other values involved becomes conceivable.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 243. A similar argument can be found in The Philosophy of the Act, where Mead asserts that “science is enabling us to restate our ends by freeing us from slavery to the means and to traditional formulations of our ends,” Mead, PA, 474. 

In C. Wright Mills’s Sociology and Pragmatism (1966), one can find a sharp criticism of the pragmatists’ scientific approach to social reform and moral reconstruction. In this sociological account of pragmatist philosophy, Wright Mills points to the fact that Dewey and Mead’s social psychology provides us with a social theory of the mind which lays emphasis on the education of the citizenry: the school and the settlement were places where “the social angle is intrinsically knit to the rational.”  C. Wright Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, Irving Horowitz, ed. (New York: Paine-Whitman, 1966), 448. In his view, though, such a social theory of the mind was “the mudsill of the liberal psychology of Dewey”  Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, 448. for it lacked an adequate social theoretical foundation. Without a sound social theory, the social and political reformist activities of the pragmatists lacked a legitimate theoretical basis. If this might be a fair critique of Dewey’s social psychology – one that Mead himself was ready to make  I refer to Mead’s critical review of Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct. See item nº 116 of the list of “Published Materials” by Mead in the bibliography. – the fact remains, as Wright Mills recognizes in the “Postscript” to Sociology and Pragmatism, that his sociological analysis of pragmatism did not include an extensive treatment of Mead’s social theory.  See Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, 464. It is my contention that if it did, Mills’s judgment would not be so harsh on the pragmatists. In other words, if Dewey’s political thought can be criticized for not being sustained by a social theory that provides a model of explanation of human action and rationality, the same criticism cannot be leveled at Mead. Among the classical pragmatists, it was Mead who developed in a more consistent fashion a social theoretical foundation for his moral and political theories. 

Taking into account the systematic nature of Mead’s intellectual production, it is not difficult to see why this is so. Not only in his published articles and book reviews, which I have been analyzing in the course of this chapter, but also in his lectures and unpublished papers, Mead consistently sought to develop a scientific approach to the problems of the “social or moral order.” Such an approach rules out any metaphysical solutions and privileges instead scientific social psychological explanations of moral and political phenomena. In the remainder of this chapter, I will analyze Mead’s later writings on the modern problematic of selfhood since they provide the social theoretical basis of his moral and political thought. Additionally, unpublished lecture transcripts on the course on elementary ethics (1927) will be examined in order to further clarify Mead’s social psychological treatment of moral experience.  These notes are located at Mead Papers, box 7, folders 3 and 4. Given their extent (they are more than 200 pages long) and relevance, I will produce a thorough analysis of them in chapter 15.

To begin with, one should bear in mind that the “Fragments on Ethics” that appear at the end of Mind, Self and Society are actually a selection of these student notes (see MSS, 379-89). One of the reasons that led the editor, Charles Morris, to include these transcripts is certainly related to the fact that there is an evident theoretical continuity between Mead’s social conception of the self and his analysis of morals. Resorting to his social theory of the self, Mead claims that the content of moral acts can be universalized insofar as one recognizes their eminent social character. A moral end is reached only when an individual is able to identify his motive with the common good of the community in which he lives. The difference between good and evil stems from the social character of the self since a moral end is good when it leads to the realization of the individual as a social being. Social psychology can illuminate moral philosophical questions, Mead contends, for “it is as social beings that we are moral beings.”  Mead Papers, box 7, folder 4. This line of argument is a significant demonstration that Mead conceives of social psychology and moral philosophy as closely connected fields of research, much in accordance with my claim that Mead’s thinking has a systematic nature. Moreover, in the basis of Mead’s argument on the interconnectedness between the social and the moral orders there lies the scientific attitude of the research scientist. Granting the perspective of the scientist the status of a model of impartiality, impersonality, and objectivity, Mead suggests that moral conflicts can be resolved insofar as all values and interests are taken into consideration. This implies a process of reconstruction of the self, which becomes a larger self by assuming the attitude of the “generalized other,” which is also a moral reconstruction. Hence Mead’s moral dictum, itself a reformulation of Kant’s categorical imperative – “One should act with reference to all the interests that are involved.”  Mead Papers, box 7, folder 4. Mead’s favored moral procedure is, then, an application of the procedure of modern experimental science to the problematic moral segment of the “world that is there.” 

The ultimate goal of a science of politics and morals is the resolution of concrete ethical problems. Exactly how this science is to be intertwined with a scientific theory of the psyche was something Mead felt the need to explain to his students in his lectures on social psychology. In fact, the social theoretical basis of Mead’s moral and political thought can be grasped in scattered remarks throughout Mind, Self, and Society. To begin with, insofar as Mead’s conception of participative democracy is a specific kind of social cooperative activity it is closely related to the mastery of a natural language. (MSS, 267-8) From this vantage point, Wright Mill’s aforementioned criticism that American pragmatism fails to develop a social theory that sustains its political proposals seems to be, at least when applied to Mead, unduly harsh. It is true that Mead never provided a fully developed account of such a theory. But the fact remains that the basic tenets of a social conception of the self were produced, and that Mead explicitly made use of this social psychological model in his political writings. The relevance of this social theoretical argument for political theory stems from its emphasis on language. As we shall see, the “deliberative kind of democracy” (my expression) endorsed by Mead, Dewey and other pragmatists is given, especially by Mead, a socio-linguistic foundation that is of great interest from the point of view of his possible contributions to contemporary social and political theory. Of course, this is not to say that Mead (or Dewey, for that matter) is to be read as a proponent of deliberative democracy as we understand it today, especially after the contributions made in this regard by authors such as Rawls or Habermas. My contention is rather that he espoused the basic principles of that political doctrine, whose first formulation can be traced back to Aristotle, and is, as such, in a line of intellectual continuity with contemporary deliberative democrats. 

I would now like to resume the argument presented in the previous chapter concerning the relatedness of the perspectives of the research scientist, the “generalized other,” and of the critical moral agent. In Mind, Self and Society, Mead speaks of a further attitude in which the social psychological mechanism of “taking the role of the other” enables the individual to “enter into the attitudes of the group and to mediate between them by making his own experience universal, so that others can enter into this form of communication through him.” (MSS, 257) Mead is here referring to the statesman, whose ideal stance is as universal as the community in which he lives. Democratic politics, “this great co-operative community process which is going on,” (MSS, 188) depends on the level of participation and communicative interaction between the citizens. The statesman is able to conduct social reform only insofar as he is able to adopt the attitude of the “generalized other.” And it is this capacity for taking the generalized attitudes of their social group that provides politicians with a “universe of discourse” in terms of which they can address political problems in an impartial manner. (MSS, 89-90) Just as a critical moral agent is able to make use of abstract thought to formulate a hypothesis of an alternative moral order, a statesman is able to resort to the method of intelligence to reconstruct social and political problems intelligently.  “Reason is then a medium within which values may be brought into comparisons with each other, in abstraction from the situations within which they have come into conflict with each other; and within this impartial medium it becomes possible to reconstruct values and our conduct growing out of them,” Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” 406. Critical moral and political reflection depends on a standpoint from which the “social or moral order” may be judged. Such is the perspective of abstraction, impersonality, and objectivity that distinguishes science from other human activities.

Mead’s reliance on the principles of the scientific method as valid referents to moral and political action should thus not be confused with the technocratic and elitist solutions that emerged in the 1920s, in the aftermath of World War I (Walter Lippmann being an obvious example here). On the contrary, Mead interprets the classical pragmatist motto “science and democracy” in radically democratic terms – if human rationality is a constitutive feature of the human self, then the “method of intelligence” is available, at least potentially, for all members of the political community. What he does try to avoid at all costs is what we could call “political monism,” either of a particularistic nature (the subjective relativism that rejects intersubjectivism as the basis of political action and discourse), or of a universalistic character (the absolute idealism Mead so clearly abhors in Hegel from the 1910s onwards). Mead’s radical democratic inclinations, supported by his pragmatist epistemological insights, led him to subscribe to a political pluralism in which dialogue between all perspectives should be oriented to the pursuit of the common good. In this specific sense, I argue that Mead, no less than Dewey, can be seen as a forerunner of contemporary deliberative democrats. 




Part III – The Pillar of Social Psychology





Chapter 9 – Mead on the Social Origins of the Self


As I have shown in chapter 4, one of the most relevant contexts for an understanding of the evolution of Mead’s ideas over time is the intellectual circle formed by his friends and colleagues, as well as the intellectual references that helped shape his thought. Having this in mind, I would now like to reconstruct Mead’s social psychology in its evolution from the early Hegelian functionalism of the 1890s and 1900s to his mature “social behaviorism”  Even if, as I shall demonstrate in chapter 11, the label of “social behaviorism” is a result of the editorial creativity of Charles Morris for Mead never referred to his approach by using this expression. The only passage when this expression occurs in Mind, Self and Society (“Our behaviorism is a social behaviorism,” MSS, 6) is actually an insertion by the editor of that volume, Charles Morris. See Cook, George Herbert Mead, 70-71. Joas had already called our attention to this issue: see Joas, G. H. Mead, 215, n. 6. Mead simply used the term “behaviorism.” The first time this expression appears in a published paper by Mead is in 1922. See Mead, “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol,” Journal of Philosophy, 19 (1922).  of the 1920s. This pillar of Mead’s system evolved as a line of inquiry into the socio-linguistic origins of human consciousness. From this point of view, Mead’s pragmatism has a very distinct flavor, for none of the other authors associated with classical American pragmatism (most notably, Peirce, James, and Dewey) embraced such a scientific endeavor into the social and linguistic roots of the human psyche. The aim of this chapter is to provide a historical reconstruction of Mead’s social psychology from the dual perspective of the theories of the origins of the self (ontogenesis) and of the species (phylogenesis) around which the former was developed. The remaining three chapters of Part III will focus respectively on the relation of his social theoretical ideas on ontogeny to the ideal of human growth behind his approach to education and pedagogy (chapter 10), the comparative study of student notes taken from Mead’s lectures on advanced social psychology with the purpose of questioning the canonical status of Mind, Self and Society (chapter 11), and a critical analysis of Habermas’s interpretation of Mead’s social psychology, a interpretation that made a decisive contribution to the inclusion of Mead’s name in the sociological canon (chapter 12).

In this chapter, I shall conduct a historical reconstruction of Mead’s account of the origins and development of human consciousness. Mead’s genetic account of consciousness is conducted from the perspective that the history of the species and the history of the self are two interconnected processes. In other words, and restating my earlier methodological assertion that a thematic reconstruction can and should be reconciled with a historical reconstruction, I would like to stress that phylogeny and ontogeny are the two themes that will guide my historical reconstruction of Mead’s “scientific social psychology.” Arguably, Mead’s social theory of the structure and function of human consciousness was articulated before his first analysis of the phylogenetic origins of the human species. In fact, Mead’s earlier social psychological insights deal exclusively with the social nature of personality. This can be seen in several book reviews published at the turn of the century. Mead’s first social theoretical arguments concerning human consciousness, a topic that interests him in part because of his teaching duties both at Michigan (1891-1894) and Chicago (from 1894 onwards),  In 1891, at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mead, while replacing James Tufts, taught a course on “Physiological Psychology.” Once at Chicago, despite working as an assistant professor in the Department of Philosophy, Mead taught several courses on social psychology: “Comparative Psychology” was offered between the fall of 1894 and the winter of 1906, and again in the winter of 1910; “Methodology of Psychology” and “Method of Psychology” were offered between the winter of 1894 and the spring of 1899; and “social psychology” was offered for the first time in the fall of 1900. From this point on, Mead offered this course throughout his career. In the winter of 1917, he listed this course as “advanced social psychology,” leaving an introductory course to Ellsworth Faris. Mind, Self and Society results from professional stenographic notes taken from this course on “advanced social psychology.” The complete list of courses taught by Mead at the University of Chicago can be found in Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, 262-85. discuss the conditions for objective knowledge of human mental experience. In Mead’s view, it is the social nature of the psyche that enables one to have access to the mental experience of other individuals. Self-knowledge is possible only because we know other selves, and this is an outcome of life in society, “an achievement rather than a given fact.”  Mead, “Review of Untersuchungen zur Phänomenologie und Ontologie des Menschlichen Geistes by Gustav Class,” 791. From the beginning, Mead has no doubts: “man is essentially social.”  Mead, “Review of An Introduction to Comparative Psychology by C. Lloyd Morgan,” 401. At this point, Mead’s focus lies not so much in how life in society evolved so that the human species could achieve rational self-consciousness, as in how human beings start to develop their personalities during childhood. 

When discussing ontogeny, the origins of the self, Mead’s outlook is functionalist. Again, it is in Mead’s intellectual circle that one can find the reasons why he favored such a theoretical stance.  Darnell Rucker describes the relationship between Mead and Dewey in the following way: “Angell and Moore credit this interpretation of the experiment to suggestions from Dewey and Mead; and Dewey acknowledges that several of the key ideas in his translation of Darwin’s theory of emotion into a functional theory are due to Mead. Mead’s role is already discernible: involved intimately in all the researches going on, a fertile source of ideas, yet publishing comparatively little,” The Chicago Pragmatists (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1969), 59. Indeed, both in James’s The Principles of Psychology (1890) and Dewey’s “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology” (1896),  In this seminal article, Dewey contends that experience should be conceived of as an organic unit in which “stimulus” and “response” should be viewed “not as separate and complete entities in themselves, but as divisions of labor, function factors, within the single concrete whole, now designated the reflex arc,” ‘The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology,” 97. Mead discovered inspiring insights for his own work. In 1900, Mead asserts that a modern scientific psychology can supersede a traditional metaphysical system insofar as we conceive of subjectivity as entering experience as a “position midway between the old universals, whose validity is abandoned, and the new universal, which has not yet appeared.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 7.  The example Mead adduces to illustrate his argument is worth mentioning for two reasons. Firstly, it is a subtle way of linking his thesis to Dewey and James, who both made use of the same example.  The recovery of Mead’s intention when choosing this particular example is only possible because, following Skinner’s contextualist approach, I am taking into account the intellectual context in which this text was written. Mead makes explicit reference only to Dewey’s usage of the child-candle example. See Dewey, ‘The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology,” p 98-9. The same example can, however, also be found in William James, The Works of William James. The Principles of Psychology, Frederick Burkhardt and others, eds. 2 vols (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981; originally published in 1890), I, 5.  Secondly, it shows beyond the shadow of a doubt that Mead wishes to tackle the problem of subjectivity with the tools provided by the principles of the method of experimental science. 

The example here in question refers to a child playing with a candle. Since the child has burned his fingers while playing with another moving bright object, he has two conflicting tendencies for action. The child might either withdraw his hand from that object that burns (it burned the child’s hand in the past), or might try to grab it if he sees it as something to play with. While this conflict lasts, the candle is shorn of its meaning as something that burned the hand of the child since he is still trying to understand what it is. At this point, the candle is not a stimulus to action, but only a sensation. However, Mead notes, “[i]t can be sensation no longer until it again becomes the center of a problem episode in experience.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 1. Once this happens, the child is able to reach a universal which is abstracted from the conflicting elements of the problem at hand. Why is this so? Mead’s explanation is that when the child hesitates when faced with the candle, he has before him neither the object that burned him nor the plaything. In that precise moment, the candle is simply there in the world: “[i]t is in so far objectively valid.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 7. Conduct, however, is inhibited by this abstraction resulting from conflicting reactions. Action can be resumed, i.e. the problem of whether to grasp the candle or to withdraw the hand from it can be solved, only if the child “makes the bright moving object merely the starting point of a scientific investigation.”  Mead, “Suggestions Toward a Theory of the Philosophical Disciplines,” 7. Mead wishes to ascribe to subjectivity the function of taking conduct beyond this stage of abstraction, where action is inhibited, to a stage of synthesis in which conflicting tendencies are given free play to adjust themselves to each other. Mead then draws a parallel between the child and the scientist. Both have to raise hypotheses in order to solve the action problems that inhibit their lines of conduct. 

Three years later, Mead develops these insights in what was his most detailed paper to date, “The Definition of the Psychical” (1903). This article constitutes Mead’s first attempt to provide his “scientific social psychology” with a conception of human subjectivity that does not fall prey to the difficulties faced by psychological approaches that postulate a dualism between inner experience and external conduct. Again, Mead turns to Dewey’s functionalist conception of action and to the example of the child and the candle in search of inspiration. What we can see here is the productive nature of the dialogue between Mead and Dewey over a functionalist conception of action. After having criticized a number of proposals, among which are those presented by Wundt, Külpe, Münstenberg, Bradley, Bosanquet, and Ward and Stout, Mead discusses Dewey’s theory of the psychical. According to the latter, in the psychological situation of a child that hesitates between reaching and abstaining from reaching a flickering candle, “the object is gone, and the psychical character of the situation consists in the disintegration and reconstruction.”  Mead, “The Definition of the Psychical,” 101. 

A question then arises. When the situation enters a stage of disintegration and reconstruction, what is the form assumed by its meanings and objects? Mead’s proposed solution draws on the same source that Dewey had already gone to for inspiration, James’s The Principles of Psychology. In fact, Mead considers James’s notion of the “stream of consciousness” the “richest statement of the psychical consciousness that philosophical literature has yet presented.”  Mead, “The Definition of the Psychical,” 91. In the light of the scientific criteria of Mead’s conception of psychology, however, James’s notion is still unsatisfactory. A scientific psychology requires, in Mead’s view, a definition of the psychical whose functional character allows it to supersede both materialist and idealist positions, as well as the traditional dichotomy between the mind and the body that still haunts James’s conception of the “stream of consciousness.” Mead’s disappointment with James can perhaps be further clarified from the angle of their relative positioning with regard to the modern selfhood problematic. James’s fluid conception of consciousness could be seen as paving the way for an uncompromised social definition of the self, no longer relying upon any pre-social, naturally given conception of identity. It could thus provide the conceptual basis for a departure from the liberal rationalistic understanding of the self. Since James failed to do so, Mead had no other option than to go beyond James’s proposal of a “stream of consciousness” and suggest a social-scientific conception of selfhood under conditions of modernity. Mead’s alternative to James’s proposal thus involves a conception of the psychical as 
that phase of experience within which we are immediately conscious of conflicting impulses which rob the object of its character as object-stimulus, leaving us in so far in an attitude of subjectivity; but during which a new object-stimulus appears due to the reconstructive activity which is identified with the subject “I” as distinct from the object “me.”  Mead, “The Definition of the Psychical,” 109.

This definition of the psychical is relevant for several reasons, most notably for the introduction of the two phases of the self, the “I” and the “me.” It was James who had originally introduced these terms in his 1890 book. By the time Mead adopts them, they had already gained a relative popularity within the circle of functionalist psychologists. The reason why Mead takes recourse to this distinction lies in the need to clarify the relation between the psychical and the individual. To the former, Mead attributed the function of cognitive reconstruction of problematic situations: but what happened if it was the individual that was the object of such a reconstruction – could he still perform the reconstructive function responsible for his identity? Behind Mead’s explanation lies his conception of science as a problem-solving activity. The function of the “world that is there” is to provide the data for the solution; in turn, the function of the individual is to provide the hypothesis for that solution. Yet the individual as a “me” is not able to carry out this function, since “[s]uch an empirical self belongs to the world which it is the function of this phase of consciousness to reconstruct.”  Mead, “The Definition of the Psychical,” 108. It is to the individual as an “I” that we should turn when looking for the agent of reconstruction. This is the self of “unnecessitated choice, of undreamt hypothesis. Of inventions that change the whole face of nature.”  Mead, “The Definition of the Psychical,” 109. Moreover, Mead suggests that the “I” can be immediately experienced. This contention, as we shall see, will be later abandoned given Mead’s attempt at showing that the human self is not locked inside a “subjective cage.” To postulate that the “I,” i.e., the individual as having consciousness, can be immediately experienced amounts to saying that the agent of reconstruction of problematic situations is not socially constituted. What Mead will later argue is that even the spontaneous and unpredictable “I” can be experienced only through the mediation of social experience. Faced with this difficulty, Mead will come to recognize that this first attempt at clarifying self-reflective thought was articulated “somewhat obscurely and ineffectually.”  Mead, “What Social Objects Must Psychology Presuppose?,” Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods 7 (1910), 175. 

A contention held by most commentators suggests that around this period, which coincides with Dewey’s departure to Columbia, Mead started to look at functionalist psychology with growing dissatisfaction.  See Andrew Reck, “Editor’s Introduction,” xxiv-xxv; Miller, George Herbert Mead, xxix; Norbert Wiley, “Notes on Self Genesis: From Me to We to I,” George Herbert Mead. Critical Assessments, ed. by Peter Hamilton, 4 vols (London: Routledge, 1993; originally published in 1979), IV, 114-5); Joas, G. H. Mead, 64. As far as I know, only Gary A. Cook tries to trace the development of Mead’s social psychology in a similar way to the one I am suggesting. Yet there are two crucial differences between our accounts. Not only does Cook overlook the scientific character that Mead wanted his social psychology to have, but he also does not do justice to Mead’s parallel reconstruction of phylogeny and ontogeny. See Cook, George Herbert Mead, 48-77. These authors contend that, from 1904 to 1913, Mead published a series of articles in which he articulates the foundations of a social psychology aimed at the scientific reconstruction of ontogeny and phylogeny whose functionalist character is less pronounced than in his previous writings. In my view, this assertion presupposes the existence of an “early” and a “later” Mead that lacks textual support. Rather, as my historical reconstruction of the pillar of social psychology will show, Mead’s inquiry into the social nature of consciousness is founded upon the conceptual tools provided by 1890s functionalist psychology. During the course of his career, never did Mead renounce Dewey’s organic conception of action. What Mead never accepted was the dualism between body and soul present in psychophysical parallelism, a criticism that reveals his lifelong pragmatist reservations concerning Cartesian philosophical models. Another approach that Mead kept rejecting from his early writings up to his mature essays and lectures was introspectionism, against which he insisted on the social character of self-consciousness. Paired with these criticisms, one can see a continued effort to provide an alternative to the mechanical stimulus-response model of action, an alternative that should conceive of consciousness “functionally, and as a natural rather than a transcendental phenomenon,” (MSS, 10) as Mead told his students in 1928. Such an alternative to the dominant rationalistic responses to the modern problematic of selfhood can thus be seen being gradually and consistently developed over the years by Mead – especially if one historically reconstructs each pillar of his system of thinking.

This holds true both for his account of the history of the species and of the infancy of human beings. The first reference to the process of phylogenetic development of the human species can be found in the 1904 article “The Relations of Psychology and Philology.” In this essay, Mead discusses Wundt’s theory of language and the Herbartian school of philology and its associational psychological assumptions. Mead clearly favors the former. He rejects associational psychology’s standpoint that the contents of consciousness are “only ideas and their connections,”  Mead, “The Relations of Psychology and Philology,” Psychological Bulletin 1 (1904), 379. contending that this amounts to a neglect of the phylogenetic history of language. Against this intellectualism, Mead asserts the virtues of Wundt’s voluntaristic psychology that reconstructs the process of development of language from its historical beginning – the primitive impulse to expression through a vocal gesture. Mead’s point, which he will later return to in the 1915 article “Natural Rights and the Theory of the Political Institution,” is that if we presuppose that sound is at first but a gesture that can be explained as any other bodily movement or process, then instead of “having to assume unknown or exceptional conditions as the antecedents of the origin of speech, we can find the conditions, present in our own movements, in the first activities of children in the gesture languages of primitive peoples or the deaf-mutes.”  Mead, “The Relations of Psychology and Philology,” 380. From this vantage point, phylogeny and ontogeny are but two aspects of the same evolutionary process whose reconstruction can be undertaken only by a scientific social psychology. 

The question of how this scientific reconstruction should be shaped occupies a central place in Mead’s agenda in the early 1900s. In a book review published in the following year, Mead adduces relevant insights to this problem. Draghicesco, the author of the works under review, suggests that natural sciences in general, and biology in particular, are able to use the study of past invariable uniformities to discover the laws that determine the succession of events in the future.  Mead, “Review of Draghicesco,” 399. On the contrary, argues Draghicesco, there can be no such laws in the social sciences. Reflective thinking, unlike the simpler unreflective phases of consciousness, has its source in the general social consciousness that is human society, which is not determined by nature. Against this claim that reflective consciousness is essentially a social consciousness and for that reason stands upon a higher plane than physical consciousness, Mead argues that the “self which our introspection reveals is the so-called empirical self, and is just as much a construct as the physical object. A constructing self never appears as the object of introspection.”  Mead, “Review of Draghicesco,” 404. One can see Mead making use of his recently adopted distinction between the two aspects of the self: the “I” understood as an agent of reconstruction, and the “me” conceived of as the empirical object of reconstruction. The most relevant conclusion to draw from this review lies, though, in Mead’s statement concerning the pragmatist understanding of science. The experimental method, and the problem-solving attitude that is associated with it, provides the common denominator for the natural sciences and the social sciences. In particular, according to pragmatism, there is no essential difference between the knowledge produced by, say, physics and psychology. “The point that needs to be emphasized,” Mead explains, “is that reflective consciousness, when it meets an essential difficulty and forms an hypothesis to solve this problem, has just the same attitude toward its social theories as that which it holds towards physical theories, and vice versa. The whole body of knowledge is open to reconstruction.”  Mead, “Review of Draghicesco,” 405. 

From the point of view of a social psychology whose knowledge is no less scientific than the one produced by the natural sciences, the question of how the perception of physical objects took place – including that of the empirical “me” – asks for detailed treatment. At first sight, this seems to be a question related exclusively to the nature of the self as an object.  Such is Cook’s interpretation. See Cook, George Herbert Mead, 56. Yet Mead approaches it from a phylogenetic perspective, comparing human perception with animal perception. In fact, in the 1907 essay “Concerning Animal Perception,” still operating within the limits set by Dewey’s organic model of conduct, Mead emphasizes the importance of the manipulatory phase of the act to perceptual consciousness. Assuming an evolutionary standpoint, Mead then goes on to suggest that there are two aspects in which human perception is superior to animal perception. Firstly, the human hand is said to be particularly well adapted to perform its function of manipulation of physical objects. Secondly, lower animals have their contact experiences determined not by the process of manipulation but by instinctive activities such as eating or fighting. This latter point is explicitly drawn from Dewey’s thesis on the reflex arc. Human perception is neither eating nor fighting; rather, it is a process of mediation within the act, a mediation by which we are conscious of physical things. Restating his reserves towards Draghicesco’s distinction between higher (social) and lower (physical) consciousness, Mead asserts that “there can be no hard and fast line drawn between such perceptual consciousness and the more abstracted processes of so-called reasoning,” to conclude that “any form that perceives is in so far carrying on a process of conscious mediation within its act and conscious mediation is ratiocination.”  Mead, “Concerning Animal Perception,” Psychological Review 14 (1907), 390. Again, Mead’s rejection of a dualist conception of the relation between the mind and the body is the reverse side of his subscription to an organic conception of action. Up to this point in Mead’s career, human action, though already treated as a historical event whose evolution is traceable along with the history of the species, is still analyzed as an individual affair. 

In 1909, this model of action undergoes what can be called a “social turn.” Mead had long acknowledged the social nature of the human self, the decisive importance of social life to the development of human reflective consciousness. His model of action, however, remained essentially ahistorical and individualistic. It is precisely the recognition of the social dimension of human conduct that Mead tries to articulate in “Social Psychology as a Counterpart to Physiological Psychology” (1909). Positioning himself in relation to the social psychological theories of McDougall, Royce, and Baldwin, Mead wishes to retain from these authors the insight that human consciousness is the outcome of a social process, both in the history of the species and in the history of the human self. Mead, however, is very keen in rejecting their emphasis on imitation as a mechanism of social interaction. What explains the social organization of human conduct is not that one group does what others do, but “that the conduct of one form is a stimulus to another to a certain act, and that this act again becomes a stimulus to first a certain reaction, and so on in ceaseless interaction.”  Mead, “Concerning Animal Perception,” 406.

A further point Mead wishes to discuss in this article concerns the genetically social nature of the consciousness of meaning. Note that this is the first time Mead analyzes the concept of meaning, laying down the foundations for his later social psychological category of symbolic interaction.  For a discussion of the implications of the introduction of the concept of meaning to the notion of symbolic interaction, see Joas, G. H. Mead, 98. Far more important than imitation, Mead argues, is the fact that when an organism acts its conduct has the implicit meaning of a certain response to another organism. Communication between human beings had its start, then, not in imitation, but in social cooperation. It is to the beginning of this process of social interchange that social psychology should direct its efforts. Indeed, Mead provides in this essay the first outline of his socio-linguistic theory of the origins of meaning and reflective consciousness. Connecting his approach to Wundt’s theory of vocal gestures, Mead suggests that language is to be conceived of as the outgrowth of a particular kind of gesture, the vocal gesture. The vocal gesture first emerged as an expression of emotion that, during the course of phylogenetic evolution, came to express intellectual meaning as well. This evolutionary process is primarily social. It is because vocal gestures are oriented to other individuals that emotional expression came to be transformed into rational meaning. In the history of the human species, meaning arises as the value attributed to a given act by the other individual; when this latter responds with another syncopated act, the conditions for meaningful communication oriented to mutual understanding are met. The meaning of an act of a certain individual is defined with reference to the response of the other individual. Symbolic interaction is, from this perspective, the condition for reflective thought. Mead then adduces a further category, social consciousness. As he puts it, behind the “me” and the “I” that form the human self, there stands “the chorus of others to whom we rehearse our reasonings by word of mouth or through the printed page.”  Mead, “Social Psychology as Counterpart to Physiological Psychology,” 408. The objective conditions of the emergence of this social consciousness are to be reconstructed by an “evolutionary social science”  Mead, “Social Psychology as Counterpart to Physiological Psychology,” 408. whose object is no less than the scientific study of the origins of human society. 

These initial insights concerning the phylogenetic origins of human psyche are given a decisive development in a series of articles published between 1910 and 1913. The common theme of these essays is Mead’s attempt to adapt Wundt’s concept of gesture to his own purposes. In the first article of this series, “Social Consciousness and the Consciousness of Meaning” (1910), Mead reverts once again to the example of the child and the candle in order to illustrate his argument. Departing from his previous position according to which meaning should be identified with the reaction of the other individual to one’s action, Mead now defines meaning as the “consciousness of response or readiness to respond”  Mead, “Social Consciousness and the Consciousness of Meaning,” Psychological Bulletin 7 (1910), 399. on the part of the acting individual. It is, therefore, necessary to distinguish consciousness of meaning from the experiential accumulation of past stimulations. In the case of the child who burned his hand, the question of why he withdraws his hand from the flame must be answered with this distinction in mind. Mead suggests that the mere succession in time of stimulations by an object does not amount to a proper consciousness of what that object means. In other words, the flickering candle and what it means for the child are two different things: the same object can either mean a plaything or an object that burns. At this point, action is inhibited. It is only when the child distinguishes between the object and what it means, i.e., between the “symbol and what is symbolized,”  Mead, “Social Consciousness and the Consciousness of Meaning,” 401. that the child can solve that action problem and proceed with his conduct. Once again, Mead identifies thinking with the solution of a problem, revealing that the scientific character of his social psychology resides precisely in this problem-solving attitude. Towards the end of this essay, Mead announces the problem-areas to which he wanted to devote his next articles: firstly, the analysis of language in terms of this conception of the consciousness of meaning; secondly, the location of this consciousness of meaning in the cognitive structure of the self; and thirdly, the discussion of thought as a interplay of gestures between either one self and another self, or between one self and himself. This outline of successive specific problem-areas in need of resolution can be interpreted as Mead’s work plan for devising a coherent, general response to the modern problematic of selfhood. 

In fact, in “What Social Objects Must Psychology Presuppose?” (1910), Mead discusses the contours of a “psychological theory of the origins of language and its relation to meaning.”  Mead, “What Social Objects Must Psychology Presuppose?,” 177. The socio-linguistic analysis of the phylogenetic history of the human species is thus explicitly related to the structure and functions of individual consciousness. Mead’s starting point is that what distinguishes human conduct from animal conduct is the enormous complexity of the vocal gestures associated with human language, when compared with less differentiated types of animal communication. Mead then introduces the concept of “conversation of gestures” as the social condition for the emergence of human consciousness. When one individual simply reacts to an action of another individual by the appropriate response, this interaction is at the same level as when two dogs walk around each other, growling and showing their teeth. However, human beings are able to overcome this stage when they are able to imagine the consequences of the gesture of the other individual; in that moment, one can say they have proper consciousness of the meaning of the other individual’s action. Language is thus a crucial element in the development of subjective self-consciousness. Self-reflectivity is only possible because human beings can interact in terms of vocal gestures that are immensely more complex than other kinds of gestures. In this way, the conversation of gestures gives way to a symbolic interaction where one individual can anticipate the response of the other and articulate his own response accordingly. The vocal gestures have yet another decisive feature that explains why, in terms of the history of the species, human beings come to be able to interact through symbols to which they attach meanings. As Mead asserts in “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness” (1912), the oral nature of vocal gestures permits the individual who is uttering them to listen to them as the other individuals do. In other words, articulated sounds are the most adequate mechanism for self-monitoring our performance. Language and reflective thought are, in this light, closely interrelated processes. This holds true not only for the history of the human species, but for the ontogenetic process of development of individual personality as well. The “me” arises, i.e. human beings are able to see themselves as an empirical object, precisely because of the fact that human beings can stimulate themselves as they stimulate others and can respond to their own stimulations as they respond to the stimulation of others. In this way, Mead is able to argue that the “me” of introspection is actually an importation from the world of social experience to the inner sphere of subjective consciousness. Once inside the self, this material is organized and “brought under the control of the individual in the form of so-called self-consciousness.”  Mead, “The Mechanism of Social Consciousness,” 405.

The discussion of the structure of the self is resumed in the last article of this series, “The Social Self” (1913). His first point can be read as a restatement of his earlier contention that the “I” could be immediately experienced. Mead now categorically rules out such a possibility. To the question “what is involved in the self being an object?,” Mead answers: the “I” observes, the “me” is observed. How does this work? For example, when an individual remembers a past action, in the very act of remembering the subject of self-reflection (the “I”) is always slipping into the past, leaving only the “me” as an object of self-observation. The subject of self-reflection disappears at the moment it performs its function, i.e., once it presents itself as a past actor it ceases to be an ‘I,” and becomes a ‘me.” This entails a significant implication. An individual becomes a subject to himself when he finds himself acting with reference to himself as he acts towards others; conversely, an individual becomes an object to himself when he is affected by his own social conduct in the way he is affected by the action of others.  See Mead, “The Social Self,” 375. Mead thus rejects the introspectivist claim that the self might be directly conscious of itself whenever he analyzes himself. Departing from his 1903 argument, Mead is now in a position to argue that the “observer who accompanies all our self-conscious conduct is then not the actual “I” who is responsible for the conduct in propria persona – he is rather the response which one makes to his own conduct.”  Mead, “The Social Self,” 376. What enables Mead to supersede his previous stance is the acknowledgement of the thoroughly social character of the structure of the self. One is able to see oneself as an object, i.e. self-reflexivity is possible only because one is able to hear oneself talk, and talk back. Once cognition is conceived of as an inner forum of conversation, the mechanism of introspection loses its subjective character and reveals its intersubjective nature: it is because we have the ability to perform meaningful vocal gestures by means of which we communicate with others, that we attain self-consciousness. Mead’s analysis of self-reflexivity is then enriched with a further element, namely the dramatic character of the psychological mechanism of assuming the “role” of the other. It is the first time Mead introduces the notion of “role-taking,” even if in this essay such an insight is not discussed in detail. The point I wish to stress is that the reconstruction by a scientific social psychology of the origins and development of human language is, from this point of view, a crucially important element for Mead’s conception of the structure of the human personality. Hence the need to combine a theory of phylogenesis with a theory of ontogenesis: the former must be addressed if one wishes to support scientifically the relevance of language as the social cooperative activity responsible for the possibility of conscious self-reflection, a process that, in turn, has to be reconstructed in the light of an account of the various stages of the infancy of human beings.

When, a decade later, Mead returns to this question he does so from the perspective of a behaviorist. Let us now see the extent to which the social psychological positions that I have reconstructed so far are maintained and developed, as my hypothesis claims, or modified, as most commentators suggest. In support of my case, I shall take recourse to Mead’s last written articles on this subject, namely “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol” (1922), “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control” (1925), and “Cooley’s Contribution to American Social Thought” (1930). In the first article, Mead starts by defining conduct as the sum of reactions of living organisms to stimuli provoked by other objects in the surrounding environment, especially the stimuli originating from other living organisms, which he calls “gestures.” Mead then discusses the possibility of self-stimulation that only vocal gestures permit. Vocal gestures, he argues, have the singular feature of allowing individuals to respond to their own social stimulus as other individuals would,  See Mead, “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol,” 159-60. which provides the basis for the mechanism of “taking the role of the other.” This is by no means a departure from Mead’s previous arguments since, as we have seen, already in the 1913 essay “The Social Self” he had stressed that the “very sounds, gestures, especially vocal gestures, which man makes in addressing others, call out or tend to call out responses from himself.”  Mead, “The Social Self,” 376-7. 

Furthermore, Mead reasserts his insistence on the interrelated nature of the processes of phylogeny and ontogeny when he notes that the mechanism of “taking the role of the other” is a “development that arises gradually in the life of the infant and presumably arose gradually in the life of the race.”  Mead, “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol,” 160. While discussing the evolution of the structure of the self during childhood, Mead introduces for the first time the distinction between the two developmental stages of “play” and “game.” In the play period, the process of generalization associated with “significant symbols”  As Mead explains, “[i]t is through the ability to be the other at the same time that he is himself that the symbol becomes significant;” for instance, “[i]n giving directions, we give the direction to ourselves at the same time that we give it to another,” Mead, 161. is not yet fully carried out since the child is not able to assume the role of the “generalized other,” a notion that Mead introduces here for the first time. When the child, for instance, “plays Indian” he only takes that specific role. In a later stage, however, the child starts playing games. In this period, he learns how to put himself in the role of all other members of the group and he is aware of the rules that regulate that social activity. He learns how to generalize his viewpoint. Thus, from an ontogenetic perspective, the acquisition of significant symbols begins when a child starts to express itself through a natural language. The vocal gestures uttered by the child assume the status of significant symbols in the moment when the child becomes aware of their social import. The meaning of these vocal gestures is further generalized when the child learns to assume the attitude of the other members of the group. When this occurs, the significant symbols employed by the child reveal their conventional nature, as elements of the “universe of discourse.”  Mead, “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol,” 162. 

In “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” which some consider to be Mead’s most important single philosophic paper,  See Thayer, Meaning and Action, 57. the ontogenetic process of acquisition of significant symbols from the perspective of a behaviorist psychology is further elaborated. In this essay, Mead presents his social psychological theory in the light of Bergson and Whitehead’s philosophies of nature. From the former’s philosophy of change, Mead retains the idea that life is a process rather than a series of static psychical situations; from the latter’s doctrine of relativity, Mead learns that social life can be conceived of as a series of individual stratifications that exist in nature.  See Mead, “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” 259-60. It is by recognizing these insights that Mead believes psychology can get out of “its isolation, as a science that deals with what is found in the mind of an individual, and makes of it the standpoint from which to approach reality as it is going on.”  Mead, “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” 260. This is the starting point of Mead’s reconstruction of the phylogenesis of the human self, which would later give him the basis for criticizing Cooley’s sociology.  Mead asserts that “it is evident that a great deal of recent social psychology has been occupied with an analysis of selves and their minds into more primitive forms of behavior. To this type of analysis Cooley’s assumption of the psychical nature of society closes the door. And it commits him to a conception of society which is mental rather than scientific,” Mead, “Cooley’s Contribution to American Social Thought,” American Journal of Sociology 35 (1930), 706. After a detailed analysis of the development of societies of invertebrates (such as termites) and of vertebrates,  In which Mead emphasizes the function of the central nervous system as the physiological organ that renders possible the psychological mechanism of “taking the role of the other.” See Mead, “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” 266-7. In Mead’s theory of phylogenesis, the human cortex plays the role of material cause of human evolution, while the efficient cause is attributed to the social functions performed by rationality. For a criticism of Mead’s phylogenetic account, see Wiley, The Semiotic Self (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 127. Mead discusses the phylogenetic and ontogenetic origin of self-consciousness. In this discussion, the notion of “taking the role of the other” emerges as the fundamental psychological mechanism that allows, both in the history of the human species and in the history of the human self, the development of self-consciousness. In my view, what distinguishes this account from previous ones is not his alleged abandonment of functionalism in favor of behaviorism. In fact, Mead reiterates his rejection of a mechanical stimulus-response model of action in favor of a conception of conduct as adjustment in which the organism not only responds to the stimulus, but also interprets it.  In a happy formulation, Sandra Rosenthal suggests that Mead’s social psychology is “pervaded by a phenomenological or experiential dimension in which the dynamics of experience are grasped from within,” Rosenthal, “Mead: Behavior and the Perceived World,” in Classical American Pragmatism. Its Contemporary Vitality, Sandra Rosenthal and others, eds. (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1999), 62. The distinctiveness of this account derives, instead, from its pronounced systemic character. Indeed, Mead’s suggested parallel between the genesis of society and the beginning of the act which he evokes in order to explain the emergence of self-consciousness reveals a clear intention to unite his social theory of the self and his four-staged model of action. Behind these two elements of Mead’s system of thought, one finds the master concept of reflexive role-taking. If, on the one hand, “it has been the vocal gesture that has pre-eminently provided the medium of social organization in human society,” on the other hand, the vocal gesture “belongs historically to the beginning of the act, for it arises out of the change in breathing rhythm that accompanies the preparation for sudden action, those actions to which other forms must be nicely adjusted.”  Mead, “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” 271. When one utters a vocal gesture, the answer it provokes in the other is the symbol of that act; this symbol becomes significant when it arises in the individual who uttered the vocal gesture a tendency to a similar response to the one provoked in the other individual. Thinking, then, is the outcome of the exchange of significant symbols or ideas possible through our ability for role-taking. Abstract thinking, in particular, is attained when one takes the role of the “generalized other.” This Mead takes to be the source of the universal. And he emphasizes: “Education and varied experience refine out of it what is provincial, and leave “what is true for all men at all times.””  Mead, “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol,” 162. Such is the topic of the chapter that follows.






Chapter 10 – Educating the Self


In this chapter, my aim is to continue with the historically sensitive yet thematically guided reconstruction of Mead’s social psychology. The topic I now wish to discuss is the function performed by education in the process of ontogenetic development of the human self. For Mead, as well as for the other pragmatists, the psychological development of the child should be intelligently molded and promoted by means of an educational system inspired in the model of experimental science.  James Campbell, The Community Reconstructs: The Meaning of Pragmatic Social Thought (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992), 2. In my view, this will give us a privileged vantage point from which to evaluate how Mead applies his social psychological insights to a number of educational matters. Among these, I will focus on the relation between the family and the school, the role model performed by the problem-solving attitude of experimental science for teaching activities, the relation between the school and the industrial world, the importance of schooling to a participative conception of democratic politics, and Mead’s conception of the university as a scientific institution devoted not to vocational training, but to fundamental research. This theme, in the same manner as the previous ones, will be discussed by taking into consideration both published and unpublished materials written by Mead or notes made by others on his lectures.  The unpublished volume entitled “Essays on Psychology” (1909-10) will be discussed in the following chapter. The pertinence of this methodological strategy is revealed as soon as one realizes that the only substantial text where Mead applies his theory of phylogenesis and model of action to educational issues is found in the 1910-1911 student notes from his course on “The Philosophy of Education.”  Mead Papers, “The Philosophy of Education” (unpublished typescript of student notes by Juliet Hammond, 1910-1), box 8, folder 9. For some reason, Lewis and Smith do not include this course in their listing of the courses taught by Mead at Chicago. See Lewis and Smith, American Sociology and Pragmatism, 264-5. Cook asserts, however, that Mead actually offered this course from 1907 to 1910, but provides no evidence to support such an allegation (see Cook, George Herbert Mead, 108). In order to solve this problem, I asked by e-mail Sandra Roscoe, a member of the staff at the Department of Special Collections of the Regenstein Library, to check the Annual Register for the University of Chicago for the years 1906/07-1909/10. I was told that the course on ‘Philosophy of Education’ is listed in each volume with Mead as instructor, although the 1907/08 Register includes a note that the course would not be offered in 1908/09. Since the Register is not necessarily a record of what courses were actually taught, the instructors’ grade list for each quarter was also checked. In the volume for spring 1907, Ms. Roscoe found a grade list for a course entitled “Philosophical Basis of Education,” but the instructor was not Mead. In the volume for spring 1908, Ms. Roscoe did find a grade list signed by Mead. However, Ms. Roscoe did not find the course listed in the volume for spring 1909. Finally, Ms. Roscoe told me that the volume for 1910 lists a course in the Department of Education only as Philosophy, but the course number matches that listed in the Register as the course taught by Mead (13 March 2003).

In these lecture notes, one can see how Mead articulates a “psychological statement of the act”  Mead, “The Philosophy of Education,” 81. in the light of which he proposes to explain the various stages of phylogenetic development of the human species. Mead identifies three main stages: the emotional, when man learns how to deal affectively with the objects that compose the surrounding environment; the aesthetic, when man learns how to appreciate the value of the surrounding objects; and the analytic or intellectual, when man acquires the cognitive ability to solve action problems.  Mead, “The Philosophy of Education,” 82. As we have seen in the previous chapter, towards the end of the 1910s Mead’s model of action undergoes a “social turn:” human rationality begins to be conceived of as gradually emerging in the history of the species due to the cooperative nature of social life. Indeed, in these lecture notes, one can already see Mead trying to draw the implications of such a social conception of human action and rationality for his theory of education. The efficient cause adduced by Mead for the phylogenetic development of the human species is the need for man to solve certain problems of adjustment to his surrounding environment. Education, from this point of view, is but the organized response of the community to the problem of teaching its individual members how to solve action problems. As always, in the back of Mead’s mind there lies the scientific method as the ultimate example of a rational problem-solving procedure. The method of education is, then, a derivative of the method of modern experimental science.  Mead, “The Philosophy of Education,” 174-6. 

Mead’s argument can be stated as follows. In modern times, the “analytic level of thinking” has attained predominance given the success of experimental science in attaining control over the surrounding environment. As a result, the school has to integrate science’s methodological procedure if it wishes to provide the students with the required cognitive instruments for coping with the social, economic and political conditions of modern industrial societies. Note the difference between the Mead’s unmistakable pragmatist confidence in education as an effective social instrument for responding to the societal tendencies of rationalization and Weber’s more pessimistic tone regarding this process. In my view, there is hardly a better institution than the school for grasping the relative positioning of Mead and the pragmatists concerning the social consequences of modernity. Much of their optimism in the possibilities of individual and social moral growth under conditions of modernity stems from the effectiveness of schooling as an instrument of social change and individual betterment. Whether Mead and his colleagues were right in positing so much faith in the school is a theme to which I would like to return in the concluding chapter.

Admittedly, Mead’s philosophy of education cannot be fully understood if one does not take into account the fact that this was a very popular and controversial topic in Chicago at the turn of the century. In fact, Mead’s theses on education are highly indebted to other colleagues and friends at the University of Chicago, especially to Dewey who wrote extensively on the subject. To begin with, it was Mead and his wife who edited and helped to publish Dewey’s The School and Society (1900).  In the author’s note to the 1900 edition of this book, one can read: “From my friends Mr. and Mrs. George Herbert Mead came that interest, unflagging attention to detail, and artistic taste which, in my absence, remade colloquial remarks until they were fit to print, and then saw the results through the press with the present attractive result – a mode of authorship made easy, which I recommend to others fortunate enough to possess such friends,” Dewey, The School and Society, in John Dewey. The Middle Works, Volume 1: 1899-1901, Jo Ann Boydston, ed. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1976; originally published in 1899), 3.  Dewey’s theoretical interest in education gained concrete expression in the establishment of the University Laboratory School in January 1896, on the campus of the University of Chicago.  Dewey, The School and Society, 57. That this elementary school was often called “experimental school” says a great deal about its approach to educational problems. That Mead’s educational thought shared its basic psychological assumptions with Dewey’s is clear when one realizes which were the chief working hypotheses that were adopted from psychology to the curricular organization of the Laboratory School. As Dewey explains, there were three main psychological theses adopted as educational principles. Firstly, the individual mind is understood “as a function of social life”  Dewey, The School and Society, 69. and education as an eminently social affair; secondly, the rejection of the dualism between mind and body, between psychological theory and educational practice;  Dewey, The School and Society, 70-1. thirdly, the conception of human mind as “essentially a process – a process of growth, not a fixed thing.”  Dewey, The School and Society, 71. Mead’s published articles on education show the extent to which his proposals are in accord with Dewey’s ideas. 

As early as in 1896, Mead can be seen asking his colleagues whether a child’s mind can be conceived of as an “empty country into which the educator can go, like the manager of a telegraph company, and put wires where he will.”  Mead, “The Relation of Play to Education,” University of Chicago Record 1 (1896), 143. This article was originally presented as an address at the Chicago Commons on 1 May 1896. The rejection of such a conception stems from Mead’s case against the principle of work being adopted as a principle of education. Instead, the school should adopt the notion of play as its key principle, in the sense that the stimuli provoked by the surrounding objects must be so arranged that they will “answer to the natural growth of the children’s organism, both as respects the objects he becomes successively interested in and the relations which they have, to each other in the life process that he will have to carry out.”  Mead, “The Relation of Play to Education,” 145. From the beginning, then, Mead conceived of education as a means of intelligent control over the children’s natural process of development, rejecting both an authoritarian model of inculcation of information and a model where the absence of discipline prevents intelligence from guiding the child’s impulses. According to the pragmatists’ model of education, the school cannot be separated from the home since both are fundamental social spheres where the child’s development takes place. As Mead holds in “The Child and His Environment” (1898), his working hypothesis maintains that life in the family and in the school should be related and unified, “with stimuli ready to call out the immediate connection between the different spontaneous acts of the child, as respects each other, and the life that lies behind them.”  Mead, “The Child and His Environment,” Transactions of the Illinois Society for Child-Study 3 (1898), 7. In this essay, Mead presents for the first time his views on ontogeny, distinguishing between several developmental stages in the child’s process of growth. See Mead, 7-9.

In the light of Mead’s model of action, an act has a moral import insofar as it is oriented to the common good and thus transcends the order of the community in which it first arose: in this sense, moral values are incorporated into intelligent action. Similarly, aesthetic values can be incorporated into human action in the phase of consummation, when the individual is able to appreciate the enjoyment that characterizes the successful accomplishment of the act.  See Mead, “The Nature of Aesthetic Experience,” in Selected Writings. George Herbert Mead, Andrew Reck, ed. (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1981; originally published in 1926), 296. In an unpublished fragment, Mead discusses the function performed by schooling for the development of the artistic impulses of the child. The school, he argues, can guide the child’s artistic impulses so that he can see how these impulses are actually related to his other impulses, thus achieving a sense of life as a meaningful whole. As he explains,
The education in artistic expression for the young child involves the recognition of the essential relation between the artistic impulse and the other child impulses and such an emphasis upon this connection that the product of the artistic activity as a stimulus to succeeding acts will rise naturally to consciousness and become a control over the productive act.  Mead Papers, “The Art Impulse in the Young Child” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 10, folder 32, 2.

Mead reasserts the close connection between the school and the family in an address delivered in 17 December 1903, as president of the School of Education  This School of Education was another elementary school of the University of Chicago. The duplication of effort would lead to the merger of this school with Dewey’s Lab School in the fall of 1903, with Alice Dewey serving as principal. See Robert Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 111-2. Parent’s Association. In this speech, Mead explicitly subscribes to the positions presented by Dewey in The School and Society, when he emphasizes that the common ground between the home and the school is “the social consciousness of our children.”  Mead, “The Basis for a Parents’ Association,” Elementary School Teacher 4 (1904), 344. Yet, in the following year, Mead’s intellectual relationship with Dewey would suffer a major setback. I refer to Dewey’s unexpected resignation from the University of Chicago in the spring of 1904 and subsequent departure to Columbia University, where he would begin working in February of 1905. The abandonment of the Laboratory School by Dewey, the only concrete expression of his philosophy of education, led Mead to a progressive treatment of educational issues on a different scale, no longer limited to elementary educational matters at the University of Chicago, but still according to the psychological principles laid out above. 

It is not surprising, therefore, to see Mead analyzing school children through the lenses of his scientific psychology. A notable instance of this can be found in Mead’s involvement in the Chicago Physiological School as president of its board of trustees.  Surprisingly, none of the major commentators on Mead refers his involvement in this enterprise. The only article where this issue is discussed is Mary Jo Deegan and John Burger, “George Herbert Mead and Social Reform: His Work and Writings,” Journal of the History of Behavioral Sciences 14, no. 4 (1978). This school, also known as the “Hospital School” since it functioned under the joint supervision of the Departments of Philosophy and of Neurology of the University of Chicago, was created in 1900 by the initiative of President William Harper to provide students with learning disabilities with adequate training.  President Harper to Mead, 11 October 1900, University Presidents Papers. One can see here how closely linked were Mead’s interests in social psychology and education. Mobilizing the conceptual apparatus of his scientific psychology and model of action, which laid strong emphasis on the “biological individual,” Mead had the necessary tools to support his pedagogical concerns regarding handicapped children. Due to financial reasons, the school eventually collapsed in May 1904,  I was able to date the closing of the “Hospital School” with the help of Harold Orbach, who further pointed out to me that “the actual final meeting of the Board of Directors of which Mead was the President took place on 1 June 1904 to ratify the decisions made earlier and arrange to “clean up” the financial problems left by Mrs. Campbell who had directed the school,” email sent on 4 April 2003. but this did not change Mead’s motivation for in 1908 he wrote to President Judson of the University of Chicago asserting that the establishment of another Hospital School “commanded the immediate interest of the psychological and neurological departments.”  Mead to President Judson, 2 December 1908, University Presidents Papers. However, there are other examples that show Mead analyzing educational issues from the perspective of a scientific social psychology. For instance, in December 1909, Mead was asked to discuss the social situation in the school as the subject of a scientific study before the American Association for the Advancement of Science in Boston. In this meeting, one can see Mead making use of his conception of the human consciousness, whose social character he was asserting with growing vehemence at the time. After having suggested that instruction takes the form of a conversation, and that language is an essentially social process, Mead then notes how the attention of the pupil should be conceived of as a “process of organization of consciousness.” Given the fact that the individual consciousness arises with the recognition and definition of other selves, Mead claims that it is 
unfruitful if not impossible to attempt to scientifically control the attention of children in their formal education, unless they are regarded as social beings in dealing with the very material of instruction. It is this essentially social character of attention which gives its peculiar grip to vocational training.  Mead, “The Psychology of Social Consciousness Implied in Instruction,” Science 31 (1910), 692.

In two articles published in 1906, Mead sets forth his views on the teaching of science. These essays constitute, I believe, a crucially important statement of Mead’s interrelated conception of experimental science, education and democratic politics. In “The Teaching of Science in College” (1906), Mead contends that the peculiar appropriateness of a course in the history of science, such as the ones he offered during the course of his career and that we had the opportunity to discuss before (see chapter 5), lies in the fact that “the special character of modern science would grow out of the conditions that made it natural and necessary.”  Mead, “The Teaching of Science in College,” 394. In the context of modern industrial societies, this is all the more true since we are living on an unprecedented scale under the sign of science. Mead holds, in “Teaching of Science in High School” (1906), that this fact is not acknowledged in most schools. As a consequence, high school students, at a time they are particularly sensitive to moral issues, are deprived of the opportunity to come into contact with “the high morality of science, with its decalogue of disinterested exactness, its idealistic hypothesis, its gospel of human intelligence.”  Mead, “Science in the High School,” School Review 14 (1906), 248. This passage certainly ranks amongst Mead’s most eloquent apologies for the moral democratic virtues of modern science. 

The modern world is as characterized by scientific achievements as it is dominated by a growing concentration of capital, increasing industrial competition, and exponential urban growth resulting from the influx of immigrants. Mead refers himself explicitly to the consequences of these two last traits of modern societies for the educative system. The problems raised by Chicago’s urban growth for the educational system of the city are addressed by Mead in “The Educational Situation in the Chicago Public School” (1907). In this article, Mead’s chief concern is a controversy in Chicago’s Board of Education concerning teacher assessment and their responsibilities in the definition of the curricula. Such a crisis, Mead holds, is exacerbated by the circumstance of the growing number of attending students. With an acute sense of the nature and implications of the process of social change taking place in the American society of the turn of the century, Mead argues that this is a problem 
no large city escapes. (…) We are finding out in very various ways that when children are multiplied and the rooms piled up into huge structures we have entirely different problems from those which gave rise to the public school system in the United States.  Mead, “The Educational Situation in the Chicago Public Schools,” City Club Bulletin 1 (1907-8), 131.

The other feature of the societal shift to modernity in the light of which Mead discusses educational issues is an industrial world with a growing need for a qualified labor force. In the immigrant workers who poured into Chicago at that time, growing industry found the solution for its needs: industrial education is seen by the “captains of industry” as the only way of providing vocational training for the working classes, since the liberal arts colleges and universities were oriented to the formation of the upper classes of society. Mead had good reasons to oppose this dual conception of education. Firstly, as he explained in an address to the Woman’s Trade Union League of Chicago in 1908, industrial education means much more than “technically trained men. It means greater efficiency in the whole community, because if rightly brought in, we are going to have better men and women in the community.”  Mead, “Educational Aspects of Trade Schools,” Union Labor Advocate 8 (1908), 19. For this reason, vocational training should be made part of the public system of education “which belongs to the body politic of which we are members,” and thus it cannot be “left in the hands of manufacturers who are only immediately interested in the training of skilled men.”  Mead, “Educational Aspects of Trade Schools,” 20. Secondly, as a member of the editorial board of the Elementary School Teacher, a Chicago-based journal dedicated to educational affairs, Mead conceived of the public system of education as a means to supersede the class divide. Mead deemed the “vast industrial interests” that demand trade schools “to supply them with the skilled labor of which they are in need”  Mead, “Editorial Notes: Industrial Education and Trade Schools,” Elementary School Teacher, 8 (1907-8), “Editorial Notes: Industrial Education and Trade Schools,” 402. to be a “narrow class attitude,”  Mead, “Editorial Notes: Industrial Education and Trade Schools,” 405. against which a broader democratic perspective should be proposed. Such class distinction, with the workers’ children attending trade schools and the more affluent classes being able to send their children to liberal arts colleges, is “destructive of American democracy.”  Mead, “Editorial Notes: Resolution on Industrial Training,” Elementary School Teacher, 9 (1908-9), 157.  To the contrary, Mead contends that “American industrial training must be a liberal education.”  Mead, “Editorial Notes: Resolution on Industrial Training,” 157. This theoretical claim would gain empirical support with the findings of research on industrial and commercial training in Chicago that Mead conducted as chairman of the City Club Committee on Public Education, between 1909 and 1911. 

The main contention of this three-hundred-page long Report on Vocational Training in Chicago was that “vocational training [ought to] be introduced into our schools as an essential part of its education – in no illiberal sense and with no intention of separating out a class of workingmen’s children who are to receive trade training at the expense of academic training.”  Mead, Ernest A. Wreidt and William J. Bogan, A Report on Vocational Training in Chicago and in other Cities (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1912), 9. The same idea can be found in an unpublished manuscript entitled “Social Bearings of Industrial Education,” where Mead compares the cases of Chicago and Munich. Referring to a talk given by Kerschensteiner at the Commercial Club of Chicago in late 1910,  I would like to thank Orbach for this information. Mead points out that in that German city “a boy can go to a continuation school and get direction in his own trade, a training something along the line of civics, which is an enormous advantage to him,”  Mead, “Social Bearings of Industrial Education,” (unpublished paper, n.d.), box 9, folder 24, 16-7. whereas “the situation in Chicago is an entirely different situation from that in Munich.”  Mead, “Social Bearings of Industrial Education,” 18. For this reason, the American public school system “will have to care of the children from the period of fourteen until they enter into their vocation,” “it has got to undertake this task and carry it out, not only for those children who wish to go on to a college education, but for all the children.”  Mead, “Social Bearings of Industrial Education,” 23.

Behind Mead’s proposal, one finds the pragmatist ethos of an egalitarian democratic society, whose citizens must be both physical and mentally able to perform their social functions. In other words, it is not only against a class-divided society that Mead is directing his criticisms; it is also against the philosophical dualism between body and mind. Mead’s ideal society is all-inclusive and cooperation is its chief principle of organization. All Americans are immigrants, he claimed, with only one difference separating them: some came in the Mayflower, while others arrived in later ships. The best means of securing social integration is the school. The socialization function performed by schooling is a keystone of the pragmatists’ philosophy of education. In Mead’s case, the public school system is seen as the “one American institution that will do more for the assimilation of this foreign population than any other means.”  Mead, “The Adjustment of Our Industry to Surplus and Unskilled Labor,” Proceedings of the National Conference of Charities and Corrections 34 (1909), 224. What Mead is calling for is a unified public school system, by means of which children from all economic and social backgrounds would acquire the intellectual and practical abilities necessary for the full exercise of their citizenship. Once again, the rejection of the liberal rationalistic paradigm in favor of a processual, more socially minded alternative is clear. As a consequence of his rejection of the Cartesian dualism between body and mind, Mead claims that “there is nothing more democratic than intelligence,” which consists in the “constant interaction of theory and practice.”  Mead, “Industrial Education, the Working-Man, and the School,” Elementary School Teacher 9 (1908-9), 376. The inherently democratic nature of scientific inquiry is thus mobilized by Mead to suggest that education should be seen as the central social institution through which American society could intelligently solve the problems posed by the process of rapid modernization. Hence the ethical function of the school is the development of citizens whose cognitive abilities are as well trained as their practical competences. Only in this way will individuals become citizens conscious of the social import of their particular activities. 

The school is the most important instrument that a community has if it wishes to provide its younger members with the cognitive and moral abilities needed for the informed exercise of citizenship. An active citizen is an individual capable of rationally addressing social problems taking into account all the values at stake, and of being able to reconstruct this problematic situation by transcending the particular order of the society in which he lives. Citizenship is not a merely juridical concept; rather, it is the continued involvement in civic affairs, a practice that requires a set of cognitive and moral competences. In this sense, the moral training provided by the public school system is of the utmost importance. In 1908-9, Mead compares the educational systems of Great Britain and of the United States from this vantage point. His conclusion is that only in the latter case would it be possible to mould the moral consciousness of the student body insofar as the “school becomes organized as a social whole, and as the child recognizes his conduct as a reflection or formulation of that society.”  Mead, “Editorial Notes: Moral Training in the Schools,” Elementary School Teacher, 9 (1908-9), 328.  Moral training is, from this perspective, one of the school’s educative aims, to be achieved through the same means as its other goals, namely through the application of the experimental method of science and of social psychology’s conclusions about the development of the self. The pragmatists’ theoretical claims on education would not, however, be applied in the Laboratory School for much longer. In 1909, due to internal divergences at the University of Chicago, Mead gives up editing the Elementary School Teacher, just as Tufts abandons the editorship of the School Review. The educational profile of the Laboratory School would eventually come to assume a different character from that envisaged by Dewey, Mead, and their colleagues. As a result, as we shall see in chapter 13, Mead turns to other voluntary associations such as the City Club of Chicago (already in 1905) and the University Settlement (in 1909), in order to continue to pursue his reformist activities. The years 1909-10 thus mark a turning point in Mead’s research and policy work on educational issues, curiously enough at a time when the social nature of his conception of human perception was becoming increasingly pronounced. 

Some years later, Mead’s theoretical claims would eventually receive concrete expression with the creation, in 1916, of the Bureau of Vocational Guidance by the Chicago education authorities.  In the year before the creation of this Bureau, Mead commented on the evolution of the educational situation in Chicago since the early 1900s in the following way: “Fortunately this gap between the community and the school has been bridged at a number of points. The schools have undertaken a certain amount of vocational training (…). It has been even in some degree sought by the school itself.” (“The Larger Educational Bearings of Vocational Guidance,” in Readings in Vocational Guidance, Meyer Bloomfield, ed. (Boston: Ginn, 1915), 45). At this time, Mead attributes to the university the functional role of, within the educational system, combining science’s method, social psychology’s findings, and morals’ universalistic orientation for the benefit of the community. In one of his last published articles on educational issues, Mead argues that the university should perform the functions of finding out what culture is and of promoting it; it should determine what is proper professional training and provide it; it should find out what is right and wrong and teach it; and it should state research problems and solve them.  See Mead, “Madison,” Survey 35 (1915), 351. Mead asserts that the university “does not know where it is going, but being self-conscious it does know that it is advancing or it is stationary, or even in retrograde motion, and it knows this by its success or failure in solving its own problems.”  Mead, “Madison,” 351. As a matter of fact, it was to the university that Mead would devote the remainder of his career, either through his research activities on time and cosmology, or through his lectures on various subjects. It is to a particular course taught by Mead in the 1920s that I now wish to invite my readers to turn their attention. 



Chapter 11 – Mead on Social Psychology: A Story Rewritten


In classrooms around the world, sociology students are told that Mead never wrote a book on social psychology. For this reason, the story goes, the main source of his ideas on this subject – indeed, Mead’s contribution to today’s social theory – lies in Mind, Self and Society, a volume that results from the initiative of a group of former students who gathered two sets of student notes taken from Mead’s course on advanced social psychology in the late 1920s and had them published. This narrative has been reproduced ever since the posthumous publication in the 1930s of Mead’s writings.  For instance, in his 1936 review of Mind, Self and Society, Ellsworth Faris asserts: “But Mead never wrote his book on social psychology. The present volume was assembled from the notebooks of students who heard him in the latter part of his career.” “Review of Mind, Self and Society,” 809. To my knowledge, there is virtually no published work on Mead that questions this story.  Even Cook’s historically minded study asserts that Mind, Self and Society “is based upon student notes taken in several different offerings of Mead’s course on advanced social psychology.” Cook, George Herbert Mead, xvii. This story, as I shall show in this chapter, does not tell what actually happened both during Mead’s career and after his death in 1931. 

My aim in what follows is to discuss Mead’s social psychology from a dual standpoint. Firstly, I wish to discuss an almost unknown book on social psychology and education Mead prepared for publication around 1910. In the light of this long forgotten volume, the way I suggest Mead’s thinking on social psychology and on philosophy of education should be reconstructed gains substantial support. Secondly, and despite the indications provided by its editor,  Charles Morris explains in the preface of Mind, Self and Society that George Anagnos, a former student of Mead, found in Alvin Carus “a sympathetic fellow-worker who was able to provide the means necessary to employ persons to take down verbatim the various courses. (…) The whole is by no means a court record, but it is certainly as adequate and as faithful a record as has been left of a great thinker’s last years.” Morris, “Preface,” vi. Mind, Self and Society is widely assumed to be the edited version of notes taken by students, while in fact is the result of the work of a professional stenographer who attended Mead’s lectures in 1928. This is why, in comparison with actual student notes available in the Mead Papers archive, these transcripts are so complete and accurate. However complete might have been the work of the stenographer, it only covers a single offering of Mead’s course on advanced social psychology. As I will try to show, the systematic comparison of different offerings of Mead’s course  Some of which were published in Miller’s anthology of Mead’s writings The Individual and the Social Self. allow us to see whether a number of issues absent from Mind, Self and Society are indeed theoretical lacunae or are simply one of the consequences of the poor editorial situation that Mead scholars have to face.

Let us start with the forgotten book on social psychology and education. In the Mead Papers archive at the University of Chicago, there is a collection of Mead’s writings that was to have been titled Essays on Psychology and published by Henry Holt & Company.  The manuscript and galley proofs of Mead’s book, which run to a total of 165 typewritten pages, can be found in Mead Papers, Addenda, box 1, folders 9-14. My discussion of this topic will take into consideration the paper “Mead’s Essays on Psychology: The History of an Unpublished Book” presented by Harold Orbach at the 25th Annual Meeting of the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy, 5-7 March 1998, Marquette University, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, as well as the comments made by Gary Cook (who kindly offered me both documents). Mead, for reasons we shall soon find out, decided not to publish this book, which remained unpublished until very recently.  This book has been recently edited and published by Mary Jo Deegan under the title Essays in Social Psychology. I will quote from this published volume.  The motives that led Mead to suspend this publication are related to certain theoretical developments in his social psychology and his active engagement in social reform. The initiative to organize a volume with inedited and previously published articles was taken by Kate Gordon, a visiting lecturer in Aesthetics at the Department of Philosophy, in 1908-09.  Shortly after Mead’s death, Kate Gordon, referring to the Essays on Psychology, wrote to James Tufts noting that “I wish I had had the temerity to go ahead with that publication in spite of him,” Mead Papers, box 1a, folder 16. See also Orbach, “Mead’s Essays on Psychology: The History of an Unpublished Book,” 3. It was this lecturer who persuaded Mead to publish a collection of his writings. Which manuscripts did Mead choose to publish? By answering this question, I will try to throw some light on the rationale behind this volume as well as on the reasons that explain Mead’s decision not to go ahead with its publication. 

Mead selected for publication eighteen essays on social psychology, comparative psychology, and philosophy of education, of which nine were still unpublished. The essays selected by Mead to represent his views on social psychology were: “Social Psychology as Counterpart to Physiological Psychology” (1909), “What Social Objects Must Psychology Presuppose?” (1910), both of which I had the opportunity to discuss in chapter 9, “The Social Character of Instincts,” “Emotion and Instinct,” and “A Psychology Study of the Use of Stimulants.” If this book had been published, these five chapters, and in particular the three unpublished ones, would have provided us with an account of the emotional dimension of the self that Mead’s mature social psychology lacks. For instance, in “The Social Character of Instincts,” Mead makes the important point that our emotional consciousness comprehends the experiential elements through which the individual organism is able to construct the social objects with whom he interacts. Similarly, the physical objects that appear in human experience are constructed from the content of our contact experience, located in the manipulatory phase of the act. (ESP, 6)  Deegan mistakenly titles this article as “The Social Character of Instinct.” The original, however, reads “The Social Character of Instincts,” and can be found in Essays on Psychology, Mead Papers, Addenda, box 1, folders 9-14 (fol. 9). Since, as Cook rightly observes, most of “Mead’s later social psychological theorizing has much to say about behavior and the cognitive structure of the self, but rather little to say about the affective or emotional dimensions of the self,”  Cook, “Comments on Harold Orbach’s Paper “Mead’s Essays on Psychology: The History of an Unpublished Paper,” paper presented at 25th Annual Meeting of the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy, 5-7 March 1998, Marquette University, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 4. this idea, if fully developed, could have been the answer to some of the criticisms later leveled at Mead. 

The next three chapters of Essays in Social Psychology had to do with comparative psychology.  Mead had taught courses on comparative psychology both at the University of Michigan and at the University of Chicago from 1896 to 1911. This fact certainly explains much of his interest on this topic. Mead had already published one of them – “Concerning Animal Perception” (1907) – but “On Perception and Imitation” (1907) and the essay on “The Problem of Comparative Psychology” were inedited. In these two unpublished essays, one can see Mead addressing animal psychology in a way that enlightens his later remarks on the differences between human and animal experience. There are two other elements in these essays that are worth noting. The first is related to Mead’s allegiance to Dewey’s model of action, which is reasserted for both human and non-human psychology are to be approached in terms of the functionalist analysis of conduct suggested by the latter. (ESP, 70) The second concerns the foundations for Mead’s subsequent use of the distinction between distance and contact experience in his mature social psychological writings, which can be seen here being articulated for the first time. He begins by claiming that the first task of a scientific social psychology “is the definition of the act. The attack upon this problem can be made from the vantage ground of our own experience,” to which he adds that when “one acts overtly he moves toward a recognized distant object and obtains contact with this object. In most of our acts this contact means manipulation of some sort.” (ESP, 48) 

The remainder of Essays in Social Psychology is devoted to the psychology and philosophy of education. That Mead chose to include ten essays on educational issues, four of which were unpublished, reveals the centrality of this topic for his social psychology. In other words, the pillar of social psychology cannot be understood without a reference to Mead’s educational theses. In his view, to reconstruct scientifically the process of ontogenesis was a necessary condition for an intelligent approach to the problem of education. If one compares the two unpublished essays on the role of the university within the educational system as a whole with the literature I have already discussed in the previous chapter, one can see no substantial difference between the two sets of materials. On the whole, the eighteen chapters that comprise this book are an important testimony of Mead’s early social psychological and educational theses. Mead, however, had strong reasons for not wanting to proceed with the publication of this volume. In my view, the chief motive is the theoretical development undergone by his social psychological thinking during this period that I discussed in chapter 9. The “social turn” that Mead’s theory of perception and conception of the human consciousness take around 1910 certainly explains why he did not want to see this volume published. It is only natural that he did not want to see his name associated with a social psychology to which he no longer fully subscribed. Mead was now, in the early 1910s, developing the groundwork of what would come to be known as “social behaviorism,” a social psychology which posits much more weight on the social conditions of perception, action and reflection than his earlier position. An additional motive is of a circumstantial nature. Mead’s reformist activities at this time were extremely time-consuming, which might have prevented him from revising the galley proofs he received from the publisher in early 1911. As we have seen, Mead was at the time editing, coordinating and publishing the 300-page report on vocational education in Chicago, and was also actively engaged in a number of voluntary activities which I will treat in detail in chapter 13. Finally, the very nature of Mead’s intellectual edifice is perhaps a third reason why the Essays were never published – his was indeed a system in a state of flux, constantly escaping the fixidity of the written form. 

Be that as it may, it is the case that Mead never published a book during his lifetime. What this entails is the need to resort to transcripts of his lectures on social psychology if one wishes to complement is published and unpublished essays on this issue. Despite the immediate pedagogical aims of such lectures, the fact remains that such transcripts do provide us with useful elaborations on topics alluded to in his writings. Although Mead offered the course on social psychology from 1900, the earliest student notes available are those of 1912. These notes, mistakenly published by David Miller in 1982 as being from the winter quarter of 1914, (see Mead, ISS, 27-105) permit us to see which topics were selected by Mead, the order in which he thought they should be presented, and the conceptual apparatus he mobilized at the time to address these issues. In the 1912 offering of the course on social psychology, Mead’s guiding theme is the process of ontogenesis, in particular its socio-linguistic nature. Other issues concern the social process of adjustment, the nature of significant symbols and shared meanings of gestures, and the psychological mechanism of “taking the role of the others.” (ISS, 67) Thus Mead had already used this last concept in the fall of 1912, before the publication in March 1913 of “The Social Self,” where this expression appears for the first time in Mead’s published essays. What this shows is that Mead actually conceived of his lectures not merely as a vehicle for the reproduction of other authors’ ideas, but as another stage where he could develop his own theoretical insights. 

These student notes are worth noting for another reason. In them we can see Mead discussing the modern societal trend of democratization in a way that supplements what we are offered in Mind, Self and Society. In 1912, Mead tells his students that during the previous century “there has been an increase in the average diameter of the social consciousness in almost geometrical ratio.” (ISS, 80) As a consequence, the abstract relations typical of aristocratic and stratified societies gradually gave way to concrete relations in which one is able to put oneself in the place of the other. As Mead puts it, “[o]n the whole, there has been a perfectly distinct tendency toward the breakdown of caste, the development of democracy.” (ISS, 90) The breaking down of the caste system, in Mead’s view, leads to intelligent social control based upon the “appreciation of differences.” (ISS, 93) And as differences in social organization are reflected in individual consciousnesses, modern democratic societies promote a “fitting together of those essentially different from each other,” (ISS, 94) thus allowing the modern democratic self to come “to full consciousness of himself.” (ISS, 95) Hence modern selves are both more able to enter into concrete relations with others, thus appreciating their peculiarities, and more able to generalize his viewpoint, because he now sees himself increasingly more from the point of view of everyone else. 

The next available student notes were taken by Mead’s daughter-in-law, Irene Tufts Mead, in the spring quarter of 1915. Shorter and organized in a different way from those of 1912, these lecture transcripts deserve our attention for a number of reasons. Firstly, Mead, as in his unpublished Essays on Psychology, discusses emotional states of consciousness. Resorting to his model of action, Mead locates emotions in “the beginning of the act,” when the “conflict between different tendencies” inhibits our action; following this state of discomfort, the organism manipulates the perceived object, which leads to the consummation of the act.  Mead, “Social Psychology” (unpublished manuscript of student notes by Irene Tufts Mead, 1915), Mead Papers, Addenda, box 4, folder 11, 9. Secondly, while it is true that one does not find, in these lectures, a discussion of the “generalized other,” a notion that would be only introduced in the early 1920s, it is the case that Mead uses the notion of “specious present.”  Mead, “Social Psychology,” 55. Thus the claim, made by some commentators, that Mead introduces this concept as the result of the influence of Whitehead is groundless.  For instance, Cook, in a chapter entitled “Whitehead’s Influence on Mead’s Later Thought,” asserts that Mead “agrees with Whitehead in rejecting the notion of a “knife-edge” present in favor of the view that attributes temporal thickness to the experienced present: the present is something that is going on and there is passage within it. Moreover, Mead follows Whitehead in viewing experienced reality as a passage of one present or duration into another,” George Herbert Mead, 147-8. See also Miller, George Herbert Mead, 38-40. Since Mead started to read Whitehead only in the summer of 1921,  “It is interesting turning from Eddington to Whitehead. The latter is very deliberately undertaking to take the reality of nature in terms of actual experience (…) It seems to be a partial surrender of the realist to pragmatism – but I am unsure of my grasp,” Mead to Irene Mead, Mead Papers, 26 July 1921, box 1a, folder 8. and these lectures were delivered six years before, from where could have he imported this concept? The most likely source is James’ The Principles of Psychology. In the context of his account of our perception of time, James discusses this notion in two chapters of that book, namely in “The Perception of Time” and “The Stream of Thought.” While in the former James presents the specious present as a discrete event that is comprised within perceptual experience, in the latter, he suggests that these successive events should be conceived of as being fused together, thereby denying their discreteness. Subsequent to The Principles of Psychology, James never uses this notion again. For instance, in A Pluralistic Universe, where James emerges as a full-fledged Bergsonian, his earlier specious present account is absent. Not only it is an established fact that Mead was very familiar with James’ Principles ever since the mid-1890s, but also James’ discussion of the “specious present” in that work bears a strong resemblance with Mead’s treatment of that concept in these lectures: Mead follows James’ second use of the term, suggesting that the “specious present” is “something of the past and of the future. We project [ourselves] into the past and into the future by identifying ourselves with figures of the past.”  Mead, “Social Psychology” (unpublished manuscript of student notes by Irene Tufts Mead, 1915), 55. 

Due to a curricular reform, since the winter quarter of 1917 Mead’s course on social psychology was divided into two different courses. As Ellsworth Faris explains, that the course was thus divided explains why the notes from latter offerings do not include extended discussions of topics considered to be of “introductory interest,” such as social integration.  See Faris, “Review of Mind, Self and Society,” 809-10. Such is the case of the lecture transcripts of the winter 1928 course, taken by W. T. Lillie, a professional stenographer hired by Alvin Carus, from which Charles Morris constructed Mind, Self and Society.  These notes can be found in Mead Papers, box 2, folders 4-13. In the last page of the original copy of this transcript, one can read “Reported by W. T. Lillie” which is, as Harold Orbach pointed out to me in an email he sent me, the typical phraseology used by stenographers at that time. It is to Orbach’s long years of archival research, which go back to the mid-1970s, that we owe the true story behind Mind, Self and Society. According to these notes, insofar as the individual is able to call out in his own personality the organized responses of the other members of the group to which he belongs, he can develop self-consciousness. The function fulfilled by language is especially important since it constitutes the medium by which the individual can establish symbolic interactions with the other members of the group and thus is able to put himself in the place of the “generalized other.” When one reads Mead from the point of view suggested by those notes, “self-consciousness is an awakening in ourselves of the group of attitudes which we are arousing in others, especially when it is an important set of responses which go to make up the members of the community.” (MSS, 163) However, one can approach Mead’s ideas on this subject from a different perspective. 

As I have hinted above, Mead’s basic problems mirror what his predecessors and contemporaries took for modernity’s fundamental problematics. At the very center of the modern era one finds natural science and its shattering effect upon all facets of human life. In particular, the individualistic and rationalistic philosophy, inaugurated by Descartes’ Discours de la Méthode in the early seventeenth century and vigorously developed in the next two centuries, is seen by Mead as the ultimate source of the conception of the self as a rational atom who passively receives the primary qualities which the physical world imposes upon his sense organs. Mead consistently rejects the underlying dualism of a substantive difference between mind and body, and between primary (objective, independent of any other thing: e.g. mass or resistance) and secondary qualities (which depend upon a perceiver for their existence: e.g. sound or color). As we have seen, in Mind, Self and Society, this rejection assumes the form of a criticism of psychological parallelism. If one analyzes another set of notes from the same period, those taken by a student called G. Shelburg,  This set of notes was edited and published by David Miller in The Individual and the Social Self. However, contrary to the indications he provides in the introduction to that book, these notes are not from the spring quarter of 1927 nor do they cover only 60 pages. They were actually taken by Shelburg in the winter quarter of that year, and run to over 100 pages. See ‘Social Psychology,” (unpublished typescript of student notes by G. Shelburg, winter quarter, 1927), Mead Papers, box 3, folder 4, 105 p. I will quote from the volume edited by Miller since it is available for the wide public, but I must say that his editorial work is far from being reliable.  one can see Mead approaching this same problem from a different point of view. (ISS, 106-175) In these lecture notes, Mead begins by stating the problem with a direct reference to the Cartesian, modernist dualism referred to above. He says: 
The bifurcation of the world comes from the Renaissance. It has back of it scientific and philosophical motives, an attempt to explain the nature of the world in terms of mass and motion. Whatever could not be included in these two concepts was put in “the mind.” The physical and the psychical were regarded as antithetical. This belief has dominated modern thought; psychology is still on a program of parallelism. (ISS, 107)

One can see here, in a way that Mind, Self and Society fails to convey, Mead addressing the central modern problematic in the most direct way. His discussion of the nature and genesis of the self is to be framed within the development of an alternative to the Cartesian mind-body dualism and its contemporary intellectual heir, Watsonian behaviorism. This is the reason why it is so misleading to label, as Morris did, Mead’s approach as a “social behaviorism.” Mead is not merely aiming at making parallelistic behaviorism more socially minded. He is rejecting the very philosophical foundations upon which psychological parallelism is based, and, as a consequence, he is trying to develop a radically different social psychological theory. The new philosophical foundations for this project were to be found in pragmatism, the only philosophical current that was able to connect a deep concern for the social character of human action with an evolutionary outlook. The mechanical model of the rationalistic and individualistic science was thus to be discarded in favor of a processual model, i.e. the static world of an eternal present of modernist science was to be substituted by a world of emergent evolution. 
This general goal can be seen being applied in his proposed solution for the dualism between primary and secondary qualities: by reconceptualizing these as “contact” and “distance” experiences, Mead’s four-stage theory of the act aims at exposing “the fallacy of the stimulus-response theory.” (ISS, 112 ff.) An object is real not because it does not depend upon an independent perceiver; the reality of objects lies instead in contact experiences – whereas so-called primary qualities are experienced here and now (hence “contact experiences”), the alleged secondary qualities (say, the color of a given physical object) are experienced at a distance. There is no substantive distinction between body and mind, only a functional one. The fact that we are only in contact with a small portion of the objects (physical, social, etc.) that compose our environment does not mean they are any less real, for as he explains to his Chicago students: “The implication of the contact experience constitutes for us the reality of the world in which we live. One goes downtown and feels that one has come into contact with the reality of the Loop.” (ISS, 124) In short, the great advantage of this processual perspective is that “it restores stolen goods to the world,” (ISS, 154) that is, it retrieves the human consciousness from the realm of the subjective and makes it possible to be studied as objectively as any other natural phenomenon. 

Another aspect in which these notes differ from those which gave origin to Mind, Self and Society refers to Mead’s account of the linguistic origin of self-consciousness. In general terms, language is conceived as the mechanism that allows comprehension between the members of a community, and by doing so it expresses simultaneously individuality, for each speaker is free to express his ideas as he pleases, and the importance of social bonds, given the conventional nature of linguistic communication. But a whole new perspective on language and self-consciousness is introduced when Mead analyzes the different “moods of language,” forms of linguistic interaction that are conceived both as stages of social evolution and phases of the linguistic act. 

Firstly, we have the imperative mood, a form of communication originally associated with a situation where social relations were regulated through force and coercion. In the course of social evolution, the imperative mood came to be the expression of the socially binding nature of obligations and duties.  “A note must be paid whether one will or not – the sheriff provides for this, and it is the social organization that makes the obligation binding. It is the imperative mood, the primitive mood of all language that starts with groans, or grunts accompanied by a directive symbol.” (Mead, ISS, 160) Following this initial form of language, and associated with the physiological development of the central nervous system, two other moods of language have emerged – the subjunctive, associated with deliberation, and the optative, related to decision-making situations. The individual self could thereby express to himself as to the others alternative courses of action, which imply that he enjoys a certain degree of autonomy. The specifically political implications of this line of argument are far-reaching. The evolution of language accompanies the social evolution from a stage where one commands and the other obeys or refuses to obey, to a stage where individuals are no longer “forced to carry out the response by the social suggestion,” (ISS, 161) being able to select their courses of action, in an autonomous and co-operative fashion. Moreover, consciousness emerges only with this subjunctive mood of language for, as Mead explains, the central nervous system “stands for the ability to present alternatives by introducing a temporal dimension into action. To get the different possibilities into the present situation, one can suggest the other alternatives. Here, then, is deliberation, conversation, an inner forum or council.” (ISS, 161) Mind or consciousness arises when the living organism carries selection into the realm of its own responses, that is, “at those points at which the organism’s own responses enter into the objective field to which reacts.” (PP, 95) The emergence of self-conscious individuals is thus associated with the subjunctive and optative moods of language.

The outcome of such a deliberative and rational process is the indication of alternative courses of action, which demands a response by the rational individual for the act can only be carried out if there is an intention behind it. And in order to act, the individual must take the attitude of the group given the conventional nature of language – “one is always speaking to audiences or communities, expressing universals that are significant to others.” (ISS, 161) Seen as a stage of the evolutionary process of the human species, the indicative mood of language paves the way to the overcoming of the individual vs. social dichotomy. In a situation where social relations were governed by superior force, the imperative mood of language expressed the non-existence of a “generalized other” that could exert social control; this all changes when the subjunctive, optative and the indicative moods of language allow for the emergence of self-conscious individuals, more autonomous than their ancestors, yet members of their communities to an extent unknown in the history of the human species. The evolutionary character of the successive moods of language is reflected in the ontogenetic process of evolution. As the most advanced moods of language emerge in the course of social evolution, conscious human beings are increasingly capable of apprehending meanings in their fullest generality. 

The attitude of the “generalized other” is the result of this enlarged self-consciousness, an attitude which expresses better than any other the ideas of objectivity, impersonality, and generality. By taking the role of the “generalized other,” the conscious speaker is able to take the attitudes of the others towards himself and towards one another, as well as taking their attitudes towards the common social activity in which they are all engaged. As Mead explains in Mind, Self and Society, “he must then, by generalizing these individual attitudes of that organized society or social group itself, as a whole, act toward different social projects which at any given time it is carrying out.” (MSS, 155) To this perspective I can add the perspective offered by the other set of student notes and assert that the “essential basis and prerequisite of the fullest development of that individual’s self” (MSS, 155) is the indicative mood of language that gives the competent speaker the possibility of indicating, for him as for all the others, the different possible conclusions of the act suggested by the situation in question. Furthermore, Mead emphasizes that the dialogical character of human conduct for this indicative mood is the product of a process of deliberation – one considers the various alternatives to conclude the act which a particular social situation calls for and then decides what to do, after deliberating in that inner forum that is thinking. In this sense, the human mind is dialogical, it has a deliberative nature. This is Mead’s alternative to the mechanical stimulus-response model – “If the symbol is merely a stimulus, it either achieves its results or fails; but if there is deliberation there is consciousness.” (ISS, 161) The modernist dualism of mind and body can thus be successfully overtaken if one conceives of the human mind as an emergent of social conduct of the deliberative type.

The methodological strategy followed here permits one to appreciate more clearly the various standpoints from which Mead attacked the problem of consciousness. By supplementing published and unpublished items, including the famous Mind, Self and Society with other less well-known offerings of the course on social psychology, I hope to have helped clarify Mead’s response to the modern problematic of selfhood. In all these writings and lectures, Mead consistently rejected the Cartesian mind-body dualism in favor of a processual, evolutionary, and naturalistic perspective. The usually forgotten “moods of language” that one finds Mead discussing in the Shelburg notes are but a case in point. The main point I wish to make is this: it is to Mead that we owe the first intersubjectivist attempt to provide the social-theoretical bases for a deliberative or dialogical conception of human action, decades before the “linguistic turn” in philosophy and the more recent “deliberative turn” in political theory. Moreover, the systematic nature of his thinking should preclude partial readings of his contributions: contrary to what some suggest, Mead’s contributions are valid throughout various problem-areas, from democratic politics to selfhood, including the epistemological problematic. In all three central modern problematics, Mead developed an articulated response, framed by his allegiance to pragmatism, to the liberal rationalistic paradigm – his social self is simultaneously more concrete (because it is able to role-take concrete others) and more universalistic (because the universe of discourse is wider than any steering media, “money” or “power”) than homo economicus. In sum, Mead’s scientific social psychology can only be understood if one takes into account all of Mead’s writings on this issue, and if one interprets these materials from the perspective favored by Mead – the perspective of a scientist devoted to the resolution of problems that interrupt action in the world that is there. Both this perspective and an understanding of the evolution of Mead’s social psychology over time, as well as the interrelatedness of this pillar with the remaining two pillars are simply not available to someone who bases most of his interpretation of Mead on Mind, Self and Society alone. Such is the case of the author I wish to discuss in the following chapter. 





Chapter 12 – Mead, Habermas, and Social Individuation


In the last few chapters, I have suggested that Mead’s social psychology should be described as a scientific enterprise aimed at reconstructing the intersubjective nature of the human consciousness. Living at a time when disciplinary boundaries were still in the making, Mead was able to mobilize resources from various disciplines to address what he considered to be the most pressing issue, namely the origins and character of the human psyche. In postwar America, however, sociology attained an established position within the social sciences. To a large extent, this was achieved by means of the extensive usage of statistical, quantitative and policy-oriented analyses. Mainstream sociology, as exemplified by Parsonian structural-functionalism, soon abandoned the old Chicago School monographical and qualitative orientation and affirmed itself as a modernist social science, in a not dissimilar way to what was happening at around the same time in political science departments. It should thus not come as a surprise that Mead’s intellectual heirs in sociology, the symbolic interactionists working under Blumer’s influence, assume an explicit anti-modernist theoretical and methodological position. Not only do they reject the individualistic and rationalistic model of action of modernist social sciences, but they also do not accept sociological methods that assume that human conduct and interaction can be reduced to the impact of external, structural factors. Symbolic interactionists endorse instead the more culturally and historically sensitive model of action put forth by their pragmatist predecessors. 

A similar pattern can be discerned in philosophy. Mead’s rejection of logical positivism in the late 1910s and 1920s was a telling sign of the destiny his ideas were about to have in that discipline in the decades to follow. Indeed, it was not until the publication of Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) that American pragmatism started to recover from decades of almost complete neglect in the philosophical academic circles of the country where it was born. This is why European thinkers, such as Habermas, when they traveled to the United States before the renaissance of pragmatism, were unable to find a representative of this distinctively American philosophical tradition even if they searched for one. With the publication of Habermas’s The Theory of Communicative Action in 1981, however, Mead’s image in sociology changes dramatically. Mead is no longer simply the first of the symbolic interactionists; he is one of the discipline’s founding fathers, to whom we owe the paradigm shift from purposive to communicative action.  The reception of Mead’s ideas in sociology, as well as the role performed by Habermas and Blumer in that process, has already been discussed in chapter 3. The aim of this chapter is to discuss this episode in the history of sociological ideas. 

My argument will revolve around a critical analysis of Habermas’s reconstruction of Mead’s social theory of the self, both in The Theory of Communicative Action and The Postmetaphysical Thinking (1988). The reason why I chose Habermas’s interpretation rather than, say, Joas’s or Ernst Tugendhat’s, is because it is only in Habermas’s works that Mead attains a truly classical status. From this point of view, the very rationale of my book can be said to stem from the influence exerted by Habermas’s interpretation on contemporary sociological theory. The aim of the present chapter is, then, to evaluate Habermas’s appropriation and criticisms of Mead, namely his alleged neglect of the processes of “material reproduction” of modern societies and his lack of development of a theory of language. Whether or not there are good reasons to level such criticisms at Mead is what I wish to discuss in what follows. I maintain that Mead’s significance for today’s social and political theory can be adequately grasped only if one realizes the pivotal importance of his conception of science as the fundamental application of human intelligence to the resolution of action problems, such as those related to the structure of the human self and to the structure of the moral and political order.

Actually, Habermas’s criticisms were not original. Tugendhat, who is interested in connecting Mead to some of the main figures of philosophy, such as Aristotle, Hegel, Wittgenstein, and Heidegger, suggests in Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination (1979) a comparative analysis of the theories of the self proposed by Mead and Heidegger. Mead is criticized for not providing a fully developed theory of meaning. It is in this sense that Tugendhat, well versed in analytic philosophy, contends that Mead’s ideas on symbolic communication remained in outline form, being able to examine “neither the special character of the yes-or-no response nor the difference between imperative and assertoric expressions.”  Ernst Tugendhat, Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination, Paul Stern, trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1986; originally published in 1979), 230. Had Mead made such a distinction, Tugendhat contends, he would have been able to see that the phylogenetic shift from signal language to symbolic language entails the separation of practical and assertoric expressions: “While the presymbolic organism responds immediately to a given fact in the environment, the symbolically thinking organism apprehends a state of affairs in assertoric sentences and then deliberates in practical sentences about how to respond.”  Tugendhat, Self-Consciousness and Self-Determination, 230. A comment is in order here. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Mead’s discussion of the various “moods of language” (however sketchy it might be) should be seen as an early attempt to deal with the linguistic dimension of human phylogenesis. Habermas’s goal is definitely distinct from Tugendhat’s. It is true that both Habermas and Tugendhat use the conceptual tools of the analytical philosophy of language to reconstruct Mead’s socio-linguistic approach to the human self. However, Habermas’s aim has a clearer sociological import. His main goal is the construction of a theory of human action upon which a comprehensive social theory may be developed. 

In chapter 2, I introduced Habermas’s conception of modernity. I would now like to present a brief sketch of his general theoretical goals in order to clarify why Habermas’s reading of Mead is so important for his purposes. The first point to bear in mind is that Habermas belongs to the second generation of the so-called Frankfurt School: the first generation of this current of critical theory comprised figures such as Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (for whom Habermas worked as an assistant in the 1960s) and its main goal was to develop a philosophical criticism of contemporary societies with the tools of Western Marxism.  Among the many volumes dedicated to the Frankfurt School, the best is still David Held, Introduction to Critical Theory. Horkheimer to Habermas (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990; originally published in 1980). Secondly, and differently from the first generation of Frankfurt School who paid little or no attention to American native schools of thought while in their 1930s-1940s exile in the US, Habermas has consistently shown a great interest in American philosophical pragmatism.  As Habermas says, explaining his first encounter with American pragmatists, “I was, in any case, surprised by their reactions when I first visited American universities in 1965 – Ann Arbor, Berkeley and some other places. The philosophy departments were still under the spell of either Carnap’s theory of science or Wittgenstein’s linguistic phenomenology. When I mentioned pragmatism as “the” great American tradition, I was always met with shrugging shoulders,” Habermas, “Postscript. Some Concluding Remarks,” in Habermas and Pragmatism, Mitchell Aboulafia and others, eds. (London: Routledge, 2002), 226. His interest in the pragmatists is closely related to the various areas of research he has pursued in the course of his career. For instance, Peirce’s ideas on language and epistemology were particularly important for Habermas in the 1960s, when he was trying to develop a critique of positivistic philosophies of science. (see Habermas, KHI, 91-139) More recently, Dewey’s radical democratic political thought has served as the inspirational motif behind his proposals for a proceduralist understanding of democracy. (Habermas, BFN, 304) In the case of Mead, as hinted above, his intersubjectivist model of the human self has performed a crucial role in his attempt at developing a general theory of human action and rationality upon which a critical theory of society could be built. This is particularly noteworthy as, like Parsons in the late 1930s, recent proposals in the theory of action and of the social order, such as Jeffrey Alexander’s and Richard Münch’s, fail to take into account the contribution of pragmatism.  I refer to Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action, 2 vols (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968; originally published in 1937); Alexander, The Theoretical Logic in Sociology; and Richard Münch, Theory of Action: Towards a New Synthesis Going Beyond Parsons (London: Routledge, 1987), Understanding Modernity: Toward a New Perspective Going Beyond Durkheim and Weber (London: Routledge, 1988). Seen in this light, Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action, where Mead is given a prominent role, is a remarkable exception. 

In this two-volume book, Habermas argues for an interpretative approach within the social sciences since this is the only methodological perspective capable of coping with the symbolically pre-structured reality that constitutes their main object of study. Hence the objects of study of the social sciences are embedded in “complexes of meaning” that the social scientist can analyze only by means of a systematic confrontation with his pre-theoretical knowledge as a social actor. As Habermas explains, 
The social scientist basically has no other access to the lifeworld than the social-scientific layman does. He must already belong in a certain way to the lifeworld whose elements he wishes to describe. In order to describe them, he must understand them; in order to understand them, he must be able in principle to participate in their production; and participation presupposes that one belongs. (TCA1, 124)

The implications of such a methodological approach for my purposes are far-reaching. Firstly, if one aims at interpreting human action the unavoidable requirement is to make clear what reasons the studied actors would give for their actions. Secondly, this, in turn, cannot be separated from the interpreter’s taking a position on the validity claims connected with that action. (TCA1, 116) This is the same as saying, as Kenneth Baynes asserts, that understanding the reasons that led an actor to act in some particular way entails taking a position on the validity of such reasons according “to our own lights.”  Kenneth Baynes, “Rational Reconstruction and Social Criticism: Habermas’s Model of Interpretive Social Science,” in Hermeneutics and Critical Theory in Ethics and Politics, Michael Kelly, ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991), 124. Thirdly, Habermas stresses that the condition of intelligibility of the reasons advanced by social actors to explain their action is a process of “rational reconstruction” by the interpreter. That is, since these reasons can be translated into arguments (“I did that because…and then…”), we understand them only when we recapitulate, i.e., rationally reconstruct them in the light of our standards of rationality. However, one should not be misled into thinking that Habermas is abandoning any hopes of constructing a general social theory. To the crucial question “How can the objectivity of understanding be reconciled with the performative attitude of one who participates in a process of reaching understanding?,” (TCA1, 112) Habermas suggests the following answer. The objectivity of interpretations of human action can be secured as long as one submits to logical analysis the “general structures of the processes of reaching understanding,” which are shared by both interpreter and actor. The reconstruction of such general structures is one of the goals of The Theory of Communicative Action.

The crucial turn in Habermas’s argumentation, in the passage from the first to the second volume of this book, provides us with one of the most important episodes of the history of the reception of Mead’s ideas into sociology. At the end of the first volume, Habermas discusses what he designates as critical theory aporias, whose most startling example was Adorno’s Negative Dialektik (1966). However, Habermas finds something positive in the difficulties met by the tradition of critique of rationalization (a tradition inaugurated by Weber, and developed by Lukács and by the Frankfurt School), when he observes that “[t]here is something to be learned from these problems; indeed they furnish us with reasons for a change of paradigm within social theory,” to conclude that “[w]hereas the problematic of rationalization/reification lies along a “German” line of social-theoretical thought (...), the paradigm change that interests me was prepared by George Herbert Mead and Émile Durkheim.” (TCA1, 366, 399) In other words, Mead and Durkheim are seen as the sociological classics that have paved the way for a linguistic turn in the social sciences. In order to transcend the neo-Marxist tradition that interpreted the process of rationalization of modern western societies as a phenomenon of conscience reification, Habermas resorts to Mead and Durkheim. In the latter, Habermas stresses the importance of the theory of social solidarity (which unites the problem-areas of social integration and systemic integration),  “Social integration” refers to the process of symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld whereas “systemic integration” is related to the material reproduction of society, which covers both the systemic and symbolic dimensions of human societies. whereas in the former the foundation of sociology as a theory of human communication is highlighted. In particular, Habermas proposes a theory of action that, like Mead’s, projects an “ideal communication community.” (TCA2, 107) This utopia allows him to reconstruct an original intersubjectivity which fosters both mutual understanding and self-knowledge. Habermas wishes to reconstruct such a primordial normative consensus by connecting Durkheim’s assumption that every social group is bound together by a collective consciousness that stands for the incarnation of the sacred to Mead’s phylogenetic account of the formation of symbolically mediated interaction.  See Günter Dux, “Communicative Reason and Interest: On the Reconstruction of the Normative Order in Societies Structured by Egalitarianism or Domination,” in Communicative Action. Essays on Jürgen Habermas’s The Theory of Communicative Action, Axel Honneth and Hans Joas, eds. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 76-77. In other words, Mead’s conception of symbolic interaction casts light on Durkheim’s ethnological studies of totemic rituals, in particular the latter’s capacity for generating social expectations. This is the reason why Habermas seeks to supplement Mead with Durkheim.

Habermas begins his reconstruction of Mead’s social psychology by focusing on the latter’s phylogenetic account of the emergence of language. Mead conceives of the concept of “conversation of gestures” as the evolutionary starting point that leads first to signal language and then to propositionally differentiated speech. Human language evolves firstly as signal languages, which mark the transition from gesture-mediated to symbolically mediated interaction, and secondly as the basis for normatively regulated action. There are, however, problems with Mead’s account. According to Habermas, Mead’s distinction between, on the one hand, symbolically mediated interaction and, on the other hand, linguistically mediated and normatively guided interaction is not adequate. In order to solve this difficulty, Habermas resorts to Wittgenstein’s concept of rule. Habermas’s point is that the transition from gesture-mediated to symbolically mediated interaction involves the “constitution of rule-governed behavior, of behavior that can be explained in terms of an orientation to meaning conventions.” (TCA2, 16) In Habermas’s view, Mead does not give the same weight to the three prelinguistic roots of the illocutionary power of speech acts. Mead did realize that language was the primary mechanism of socialization (which is linked to the emergence of norms and identities) and coordination of action (which is related to the world of perceptible and manipulable objects), but failed to inquire into the possibility of normative solidarity. As Habermas explains, Mead “focuses on language as a medium for action coordination and for socialization, while leaving it largely unanalyzed as a medium for reaching understanding.” (TCA2, 27) Thus Habermas focus his attention on Mead’s ontogenetic account of the origin of personal identities and of objective perception. (see TCA2, 29-42) 

The outcome of this analysis, arguably one of the most sophisticated readings of Mead’s theory of ontogenesis, is the critical remark that Mead “is moving in a circle.” (TCA2, 44) In Habermas’s view, Mead tries to explain the phylogenetic transition from symbolically mediated to normatively guided interactions by resorting to a concept which figures only in his theory of ontogenesis, namely the “generalized other.” It is in order to overcome this difficulty that Habermas then turns to Durkheim’s theory of religion. I have some reservations concerning the way Habermas supplements Mead and Durkheim’s proposals. Although it is the case that Mead did not develop systematically a phylogenetic explanation for the “generalized other,” if one takes into account Mead’s conception of science and social psychology it is possible to trace back in the history of the human species the origin of such a concept. In fact, Mead reconstructs the evolution of the human species in terms of a constant and gradual increase of human rationality, based on the usage of vocal gestures that in the course of evolution acquire symbolic meanings, and that leads to, on the one hand, growing universality, abstraction and impersonality (the Kantian features, as it were, of the generalized other, as well as the attitude of the research scientist and of the critical moral agent), and, on the other, an increasing trend towards individuality, authenticity and originality (Mead’s version of the Hegelian dialectic of the recognition).  For an account that also emphasizes Mead’s attempt to reconcile Hegel and Kant, see Mitchell Aboulafia, “Habermas and Mead: On Universality and Individuality,” Constellations 2, no. 1 (1995), 94-113. In other words, the evolutionary framework within which Mead develops what Habermas calls “social individuation” contains the seeds for a phylogenetic account of the “generalized other.”

When, some sixty pages later, Habermas returns to Mead his purpose is to assess the extent to which Mead’s contribution in fact supplements Durkheim’s proposals. If Durkheim throws light on phylogenetic origins of what Habermas designates as the “linguistification of the sacred,” i.e. the transfer of the societal functions of cultural reproduction, social integration, and socialization from the religious realm to the structures of communicative action, Mead provides the explanation for these evolutionary trends from the perspective of socially individuated human beings. In other words, Mead is the first author to acknowledge the societal trend that Habermas calls the “communicative rationalization of the lifeworld.” (TCA2, 107) What that Habermas’s means by this? In brief, the rationalization of the lifeworld comprehends two interrelated processes: firstly, the gradual differentiation of the structural components of the lifeworld (culture, society, and person); secondly, there are changes within each of these components: sacred knowledge gives way to rational scientific knowledge; law and morals become separated and are universalized; individualism constitutes an increasingly common feature of modern industrial societies. Hence Mead is supposed to have been the first author to provide a sound explanation of a crucial aspect of the societal shift towards modernity. However, Habermas still has some reservations concerning Mead’s approach. 

The first is related to the formalist character of Mead’s analysis of the societal processes comprised in the rationalization of the lifeworld. The second and more crucial reservation has to do with Mead’s alleged “idealism.” Habermas turns to functionalism in order to avoid the “neglect of economics, warfare, and the struggle for political power” (TCA2, 110) which Mead supposedly incurred given his “idealistic” theoretical model. Joas’s critique of Habermas is of importance here. According to this commentator, it is a serious oversimplification of Mead’s thought to reduce his conception of symbolically mediated interaction to the level of communication in signal language. Contrary to what Habermas’s reading suggests, Joas asserts that Mead’s “works cover the entire spectrum ranging from the dialogue of significant gestures to complex scientific or public political discussions.”   Joas, “The Unhappy Marriage of Hermeneutics and Functionalism,” in Communicative Action. Essays on Jürgen Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action, Axel Honneth and Hans Joas, eds. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 107. This contention is in accord with my thesis that Mead’s contribution for today’s social theory is not reduced to one of the pillars of his theoretical system. In fact, Habermas’s reservation concerning the idealistic character of Mead’s theory of society stems from his more general claim that Mead’s sole contribution to contemporary social theory is a theory of the self that postulates the social character of human subjectivity.  As David Ingram puts it: “Habermas is interested chiefly in Mead’s theory of socialization and its demonstration that mastery of communicative competence is necessary for the achievement of complete ego identity,” Ingram, Habermas and the Dialectic of Reason (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 107. The point I wish to stress is that Mead’s place in the canon was ultimately earned at the cost of the neglect of at least one of the pillars of his system of thought. 

In The Postmetaphysical Thinking, Habermas offers what is arguably his most detailed treatment of Mead to date. In a chapter entitled “Individuation through Socialization. On George Herbert Mead’s Theory of Subjectivity,” Habermas discusses the problem of individuality throughout the history of philosophy, presenting Mead as the last of a series which comprises names such as Leibniz, Rousseau, Hegel, Kant, Fichte, Humboldt, and Kierkegaard. That is to say, Mead is the first author to have reconciled individuation with socialization, something the sociological tradition has failed to account for: “there is no individualization (Individuierung) without socialization (Vergesellschaftung), and no socialization (Sozialization) without individualization (Vereinzelung).” (PT, 26) If Hegel could appeal to the notion of “individual totality” in order to explain why individuality is not exhausted by the mere diversity of predicative determinations, the sociologist lacks an equivalent concept that could avoid confusing the processes of individualization with the processes of differentiation. Mead’s social psychology is thus said to be the first “promising attempt to grasp the entire significance of social individualization in concepts.” (PT, 151) It is worth noting that Habermas opts in this essay to reconstruct Mead in a historically minded fashion. Indeed, Habermas discusses the internal evolution of Mead’s intersubjective model of the human self, from the 1903 “The Definition of the Psychical” to the 1913 “The Social Self,” and then to a number of other published articles. In his view, what this genetic reconstruction of Mead’s arguments shows is that 
Mead can explain the phenomenon and emergence of conscious life only after he has given up Dewey’s model of an isolated actor’s instrumental dealings with things and events and has made the transition to the model of several actors’ interactive dealings with each other. (PT, 174) 

In the light of my own historically minded interpretation, however, Habermas’s rejection of the naturalism of the “early Mead” is ultimately untenable. As I have shown, there are no grounds upon which to distinguish between an “early Mead,” close to Dewey’s functionalist psychology, and a “later Mead,” supposedly critical of functionalism and naturalism. Mead had a lifelong commitment to Dewey’s insights; in no way can he be said to have rejected Dewey’s functionalist psychology. Rather, Mead analyzed systematically by means of his “scientific social psychology” what Dewey had only outlined, namely the social origins of the human consciousness. This specific misunderstanding has vast implications for Habermas’s interpretation of Mead’s account of the relation between the “I” and the “me.” 

Contrary to the suggestion of some commentators,  See, for instance, Peter Dews, “Communicative Paradigms and the Question of Subjectivity: Habermas, Mead, and Lacan,” in Habermas: A Critical Reader, Peter Dews, ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 87-117. Mead conceives of the dual structure of the self as a mechanism sensitive to the socio-historical surrounding environment. As I have tried to show, Mead’s social psychology is a scientific attempt to explain the socio-historical foundations of the human psyche. When Mead speaks of the “modern self” he means it literally – he is referring to the human self under conditions of modernity. Habermas is therefore right when he suggests that the I/me duality can be interpreted in the light of the societal transformations taking place in modern industrial societies and their influence upon the structure of personality. Habermas maintains that, at the post-conventional stage of personality development, the relationship between the “I” and the “me” is reversed. At the conventional stage of moral development, the “me” was supposed to capture the spontaneously acting “I.” However, the “me,” which still tries to follow the “I,” “is now no longer made possible through an antecedent interactive relationship;” at the post-conventional stage, the “I,” Habermas asserts, “projects the context of interaction that first makes the reconstruction of a shattered conventional identity possible on a higher level.” (PT, 187) What must be investigated is whether this interpretation is not only faithful to Mead’s original intentions, but also theoretically relevant for the purposes of a critical theory of society. In my opinion, Habermas transforms Mead’s conception of the relation between the “I” and the “me” in order to better serve his own purposes. Whereas the “me” is reduced to a conservative force blindly subjugated to external social controls, that even after being internalized remains external, the “I” is given the function of guaranteeing the continuity of one’s history of life. Distinguishing between an epistemic self-relation and a practical relation-to-self, Habermas suggests that the “I” in this second sense performs the function of reassuring ourselves about ourselves as a free will. Habermas then goes on to assert that it is plausible to “approach this reassurance from the perspective of the generalized other (…) in the intersubjectively recognized and autonomous norms and forms of life of our society.” (PT, 181) The implication of this is not merely a question of factual record. It is a theoretical question of the greatest importance. This is so because Mead’s emphasis on the creative aspects of human action, in itself one of his major potential contributions to contemporary social theory, is replaced by Habermas’s own emphasis on the question of “self-affirmation.” Moreover, as we shall see in chapter 15, whereas Mead asserts that the “I” has primacy over the “me,” Habermas sees the latter as the “bearer of a moral consciousness.” (PT, 182) In other words, Mead’s “I,” with its capacity for unleashing creativity, originality and unpredictability, is a conceptual tool more attuned to the features of post-conventional personalities than Habermas’s “I,” limited to the maintenance of one’s identity over time. In Mead’s view, to be reassured of our uniqueness is not the only thing that matters; one has to be unique in relation to the community in which one lives. 

If one is to reject Habermas’s presentist (and modernist) reading, what is then Mead’s chief contribution to the modern problematic of selfhood? Its starting point is an unconditional rejection of any kind of essentialist presupposition regarding human nature. The old aspiration of identifying any such universal, immutable, and constant essence of human beings is rejected outright by Mead as a hopeless metaphysical quest, fundamentally at odds with a modern scientific approach to that problem (not to be equated with the modernist conception of science). One should “attack the problem of consciousness,” to use an expression favored by Mead, using the tools put at our disposal by science – the origins and the process of development of the human self were thus available to scientific analysis. In Mead’s view, the best-equipped scientific discipline to face this challenge is social psychology, understood as a branch of scientific inquiry that combines resources from the natural and social sciences alike – man is “there in nature,” his body is a part of the surrounding environment as in any other physical object, and human intelligence is equated with the ability to creatively solve action-problems.

Mead’s contribution to the problematic of modern selfhood is closely related to the two last crises of the Western variant of modernity. In both contexts, his plural and dialogical conception of the self is exceptionally attuned to the transient and fluid character of those historical periods. Habermas’s presentist methodological strategy prevents him from appreciating this. A glaring example of this difficulty is Habermas’s interpretation of Mead’s “Me” as a purely conservative force, so that the reconciliation between both aspects of the self could be reached in a future ideal communicative situation. Not only is such an artificial and rigid division strange to Mead’s way of thinking, but it is also a particularly poor way of appreciating his contributions to contemporary social and political theory. A more productive alternative consists, I believe, in recognizing the irreconcilable nature of the tension between the “I” and the “Me:” even though their fusion can and does occur in certain circumstances, the fact remains that the internal structure of the self is a process characterized by the dialectical relation between those two aspects or phases. In turn, that dialectical relation between the “I” and the “me” (i.e. the self) is but a phase of a more general process, the one between the self and society. Mead’s brilliant insight that the fact that our innermost subjectivity has an undeniable social character, which does not prevent us from being unrepeatable individuals, is all the more true in modern societies. 

The modern self, Mead claims, is the accumulated product of millions of years of social interaction and biological evolution, being now able to reach unprecedented levels of individualization and universalization. In my view, Mead’s processual, evolutionary, and social account of the self can be used as an inspiring motif for contemporary alternatives to the modernist social sciences Mead so vehemently rejected in his time. In particular, I would like to suggest that Mead’s socio-historical sensitive self is a much more valid response to the selfhood problematic nowadays than the contemporary modernist conceptions of the self. This is the reason why, I contend, proposals such as Ronald Inglehart’s, with its diffusionist assumptions, are only able to provide at best a partial explanation of one of the several variants of modernity.  See, for example, Ronald Inglehart, The Silent Revolution. Changing Values and Political Styles Among Western Publics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977); Modernization and Postmodernization: Cultural, Economic, and Political Change in Forty-Three Societies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); Inglehart and Pippa Norris, The Rising Tide. Gender Equality and Cultural Change around the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). Inglehart’s model of value change from materialism to post-materialism might shed some light upon what happened in certain societies in the north-western quarter of the world in the last decades of the twentieth century. However, it certainly fails to explain the multiple patterns of value change across the globe during the same period, not to mention longer periods of time. If one replaces modernist social psychology for Mead’s conception of the self, one can aim at building a social-psychological basis of a theory of the multiple variants of modernity. On the one hand, its sensitiveness to each specific relation between self and socio-cultural context will avoid the conflation between modernization and Westernization that modernist social psychologies tend to assume; on the other hand, its footing well in the center of the various modern problematics, in particular the scientific one, will prevent the pitfalls of postmodern relativism, which happens to have inspired many anti-Western accounts in non-Western countries. In a globalized world, where intercontinental fluxes of people, goods and information are exchanged at ever higher rates, the human self is subject to the twin challenges of individualization and universalization – Mead’s response to this challenge, although formulated a century ago, seems to be more valid today than ever.

In a period marked by an acute sense of crisis of confidence in the promises of Western modernity, as was the case in the early twentieth century, Mead was able to avoid an overly pessimistic tone (if anything, he should be accused of the opposite) to produce a highly innovative conception of the self drawing not only upon a promising social psychological model, but also upon resources from the two other problematics, science and democratic politics. Mead’s genius lies in having been able to articulate responses to three central modern problem-areas at the level of human consciousness. Mead’s conception of the self can only be fully understood by reference, first, to his rejection of Cartesian individualist rationalism and his subsequent endorsement of a pragmatist philosophy of science that equates knowledge with problem-solving; second, to his project of a social psychology that supersedes the body-mind dualism; third, to Mead’s radical democratic conception of a communication community, with strong resemblances to Peirce’s original idea (although Peirce’s direct influence on Mead is residual). 

In sum, Mead’s pragmatist naturalism, manifest in his sensitivity to the socio-historical nature of human subjectivity, is of pivotal importance for the understanding of his social psychology. In the light of my previous remarks on the need to understand modernity as consisting of several different variants, which have helped define each other during the centuries sometimes through war or colonialism, on other occasions by means of commerce and cultural exchange, this aspect of Mead’s work might well be one of his most promising contributions to contemporary social theory. What it alludes to is to the possibility that, if there are indeed “variants of modernity,” then it should be possible to empirically analyze the different impact of these variants upon the selves of those living under their influence. The value systems of the populations, for instance, could serve as an indicator of the boundaries of the several variants of modernity. I will develop this insight further in the conclusions. But before that we need to discuss in detail Mead’s writings on social reform, political theory and moral philosophy. The remainder of therefore book will thus be devoted to the analysis of what Habermas accused Mead of having neglected – the pillar of politics.




Part IV – The Pillar of Politics




Chapter 13 – The Theory and Practice of Social Reconstruction  A modified version of this and of the next two chapters was published in Filipe Carreira da Silva, “Re-Examining Mead: G. H. Mead on the “Material Reproduction of Societies,”” Journal of Classical Sociology 7, no. 3 (2007).


My aim in the following chapters is to discuss the last pillar of Mead’s system of thought, the pillar of politics. In particular, I wish to analyze and assess his political theoretical production and his civic participation in numerous social reform organizations. Operating with the pragmatist conception of rationality that transcends the gap between theory and practice, Mead wrote and published a significant amount of essays on democratic politics, social reform, labor relations, immigration, and industrialization at the same time as he participated in various voluntary organizations and social movements. As I will try to show, in theoretical terms, Mead’s conception of science and of social psychology is systematically connected to his moral and political thinking. In fact, his scientific attempt to produce a theory of human phylogenesis and ontogenesis able to explain the origins and functioning of human consciousness is extended to the analysis of the political and moral order of society. That is to say, Mead tries to provide a social-theoretical basis to his analysis of political and moral phenomena: his response to the modern political problematic is thus supplemented by his responses to both the epistemological problematic (through his problem-solving conception of the scientific activity) and to the problematic of selfhood (by means of his social theory of the self). For instance, Mead’s social psychological explanation for “coordination of action” through the exchange of significant symbols, closely related to the sociological notion of “social control,” is revisited in his political writings as deliberative democratic cooperation through the exchange of rational arguments. From this point of view, the common denominator of the different problem-areas in Mead’s analysis is the dialogical model that permeates all his thinking. 

Finally, the pillar of politics will be reconstructed following the same methodology applied in the two previous cases. I will thus conduct an analysis of Mead’s published and unpublished political writings through time (historical or genetic perspective) according to a number of distinct topics (thematic perspective): the prospects for social reform under conditions of growing urbanization and industrialization (chapter 13); Mead’s response to World War I (chapter 14); the pragmatists’ deliberative conception of radical democracy and the conditions for moral reconstruction (chapter 15); the assessment of Mead’s contribution to contemporary social and political theory (chapter 16). To begin with, I believe the social and political context in which Mead lived and worked must be taken into account if one wishes to fully understand his analysis of his intellectual production and civic activities. As we have seen in chapter 4, Chicago in the time of the Progressive Era was a fast-growing metropolis that attracted millions of immigrants from Europe and was one of America’s main poles of industrial activity; indeed, Chicago at the turn of the century was a city undergoing a process of profound social change and economic expansion. The risk of major social conflicts in such a modern industrial city was very clear in the minds of all of those who, like Mead, shared a belief in the possibilities of science to conduct human affairs. Mead, in particular, has confidence in the possibility of reconstruction of problematic situations through the use of the “method of intelligence.” As I have shown in chapters 5 and 6, the notion of “reconstruction’” is a central element of Mead’s conception of science as a problem-solving activity, and of his four-staged model of human action as well. In a related manner, the idea of “social and moral reconstruction” is the cornerstone of Mead’s political and moral thinking.  See James Campbell, “George Herbert Mead on Intelligent Social Reconstruction.” Symbolic Interaction 4, no. 2 (1981). 

In the seminal work Uncertain Victory. Social Democracy and Progressivism in European and American Thought, 1870-1920 (1986), James Kloppenberg asserts that “[t]hese ideas, moderate, meliorist, democratic, and sensitive to the possibility that no perfect reconciliation of liberty and equality can be attained, are the consequences of pragmatism for politics.”’  Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory, 194. Another authoritative study of the Progressive Era, now from the point of view of the history of sociology, see William Fine, Progressive Evolutionism and American Sociology, 1890-1920 (Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI Research Press, 1979). Mead’s allegiance to this incremental, piecemeal reformism accompanies him throughout his life. For instance, in 1899, Mead considers it particularly urgent “to establish a theory of social reform among inductive science” so that “conservatism” and “utopian”  Mead, “The Working Hypothesis in Social Reform,” 367. revolutionary proposals could be mediated; twenty years later, one can still see him asserting in a letter to his son that “the problems, however, of the day are not those of the inner life of the individuals but of social reconstruction.”  Mead to Henry Mead, 30 January 1919, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 9.  That this process of reconstruction is to be addressed from a scientific perspective is emphasized in the 1927 course on Hume, where Mead asserts that the “process of reconstructing social conditions is the process with which the social sciences deal.”  Mead, “Hume” (unpublished carbon copy of student notes on Mead’s course, spring quarter, 1927), Mead Papers, box 7, folder 8, 27 p. The systematic nature of Mead’s thought allows him to mobilize similar formulations of the concept of “reconstruction” in different problem-areas, slightly adjusting its meaning to the field in question. Either by claiming that “[l]ife is a process of continued reconstruction involved in the world as experienced,”  This claim was made in the course on Bergson’s philosophy delivered in the summer quarter of 1927. Mead, MTNC, 292. or by asserting the need for social reconstruction, Mead is suggesting the same flexible and in-the-making worldview. What unites these different formulations of the notion of reconstruction is Mead’s allegiance to the principles of the method of modern experimental science. Hence the logical priority of the pillar of science over the pillar of politics one finds in Mead’s intellectual edifice. Accordingly, I now wish to show the extent to which Mead’s theorizing about social and moral reconstruction logically derives from his conception of science and model of action, as well as the extent to which his political activism is but the concrete expression of his belief that the problems that interrupt our action must be reconstructed by means of the method of intelligence. 

From an early stage in his life, Mead develops a critical political consciousness, guided by radical democratic principles and oriented to the betterment of his community. In fact, even before Mead started his academic career he was already a concerned citizen with clear political allegiances. Unlike some commentators suggest, Mead was never a Republican, having wholeheartedly supported the Democrat President Wilson: Dmitri Shalin, perhaps misled by the title of an early essay of Mead, contends that despite his “admiration for Wilson, Mead would remain loyal to the Republican party throughout his life.”  Dmitri Shalin, “G. H. Mead, Socialism, and the Progressive Agenda,” American Journal of Sociology 93, no. 4 (1988), 920.  This is by no means a correct description of Mead’s political allegiances. Mead’s admiration for Wilson was not an oddity, but the very expression of his sympathy for the Democratic Party.  In a letter to his daughter-in-law Irene, he asserts: “However, in the meantime Wilson has been re-elected and the mind of the country has been in some degree revealed. (…) Wilson seems about to express the progressive ideas, and the Republicans to become actually the party of standpatters (sic). The latter is the great lesson of the election to me. (…) Wilson’s progressivism seems to me rather vague and occasionally sentimental and lacking in philosophical bottom, but beyond a question he is the one man to formulate now the ideas of today and tomorrow,” Mead to Irene Mead, 12 November 1916, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 13. During Mead’s stay in Germany from 1888 to 1891, where he was studying towards a doctoral degree he never obtained, one can see his interest in municipal socialism grow by the day. This can be seen in a series of letters Mead wrote to his friend Henry Castle in this period. In one of those letters, Mead asseverates that 
The only inspiring work that can be found is in the practical application of morals to life – in education – of character and body especially – and in politics, and that we cannot get a foothold in society where we can work out to this end seems very improbable. We must get into politics of course – city politics above all things, because then we can begin to work at once in whatever city we settle (...).  Mead to Castle, 21 October 1890, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 3.

After a brief stay in Ann Arbor, Michigan, Mead eventually settles in Chicago, where he will be able to put into practice these projects he shared with his friend Castle, who unfortunately would not live long enough to see it. After being guaranteed an academic position at the University of Chicago, Mead emerges as a “radically democratic intellectual,” to use Joas’s happy phrase.  Joas, G. H. Mead, 10. Of central importance to Mead’s political activism at this time is the University of Chicago Settlement House, founded in January 1894, the same year Mead accepted Dewey’s invitation to join the Department of Philosophy. Once again, unpublished manuscripts reveal their importance. In effect, the most complete account of Mead’s view on the social settlement movement is not the brief discussion one finds in “The Social Settlement: Its Basis and Function” (1907-8), an article published in the University of Chicago Record, but the unpublished essay “On the Role of Social Settlements,” where Mead discusses at great length his views on this social movement.  One of the very few analyzes of Mead’s views on the settlement movement is offered by Cook in his George Herbert Mead, 99-104; however, it is solely based on the short published abovementioned article. 

As Mead explains in this unpublished manuscript, the social settlements first appeared in England in the 1870s, as a joint initiative of the university and the church. Jane Addams’s social settlement at Hull-House in Chicago was among the first to open in the United States (it was founded in 1899), and it constituted a reference point to the University of Chicago Settlement House. What distinguishes a social settlement from other social institutions is the fact that its workers actually share their daily lives with the citizens they are supposed to help. These settlements deny modern societies the possibility of ignoring the negative consequences of their economic structure: the settlements foster a “neighborhood consciousness” between the settlement workers and the socially deprived families and individuals who live literally next door. Opposing the “pulpit mentality” that addresses social problems from a pre-given and fixed set of rules of conduct, Mead claims that we must wait for the “findings of scientific inquiry before we can say what is wrong and what our duty is.”  Mead, “On the Role of Social Settlements” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Mead Papers, Addenda, box 3, folder 24, 5. As we shall see in greater detail in chapter 15, this is the cornerstone of Mead’s scientific approach to morals. In this case, however, Mead is concerned with specific problems resulting from the unequal social and economic structure of modern industrial societies, problems that must be dealt with intelligently, i.e., by means of the scientific method. Mead goes as far as to urge
By all means let such reformation be advanced. The results must place humanity upon a better basis and insure richer and more healthful life to the thousands who are now cramped, dwarfed and stunted physically and spiritually by the conditions into which they are born and out of which they can never arise by their own crippled powers: but the study and consequent reform which springs from the consciousness of the neighbor, the consciousness that I am his keeper, will be neither materialistic nor inspired by class antipathies. This study and reform will be democratic in its inspiration (…).  Mead, “On the Role of Social Settlements,” 6.

This rather long passage illuminates several aspects of Mead’s social reformist thinking. Firstly, Mead’s concern about the least privileged members of society, already suggested by his involvement in the school for retarded children in the early 1900s, indicates the tenets of his moral and political stance. A community is a legitimate social and moral order insofar as solidarity takes logical precedence over other societal steering media, such as money or power. Secondly, by granting a rational communicative basis to the concept of “citizenship” Mead is able to argue that social conflicts should be solved according to the method that most fully expresses this dialogical ideal of mutual understanding – the method of science. Thirdly, Mead’s rejection of particular interests independently of their nature is the reverse side of his advocacy of an open-ended conception of “common good.” Explicitly influenced by Rousseau’s notion of volonté générale, (MSS, 286-287) Mead suggests that democratic social reform should be guided by the ideal of a universal community of discourse, according to which every citizen is able to utter his reasons in an intelligible way for everyone else. Since this latter point is a particularly central aspect of Mead’s political reformism, I will try to illustrate it with a number of actual cases in which Mead was involved. 

In Mead’s writings, a good example of the extent to which Mead’s idea of social reform is guided by the ideal of a universal community of discourse can be found in “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics.” Applying his earlier insight that social scientists achieve objective results when they replace the narrower social perspectives of concrete communities by “that of a more highly organized and hence more universal community,”  Mead, “The Objective Reality of Perspectives,” in Edgar S. Brightman, ed. Proceedings of the Sixth International Congress of Philosophy (New York: 1926), 78. Mead describes in this paper the path from traditional impulsive charity to modern social reconstruction. Underlying the latter is the ideal of a transcendent ideal world, “which grows out of this world and its undeniable implications.”  Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” in Intelligent Philanthropy, Ellsworth Faris, Ferris Laune, and Arthur J. Todd, eds. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1930), 145. Mead’s argument can be summarized as follows. Human conduct proceeds through the rational solution of concrete action problems, which calls for the reconstruction of values and habits, and this, in turn, is only possible if one transcends the existing social order. The claims of this hypothetically different order that emerges out of conduct are not substantive claims, but the procedural claims of reason: just as the experimental scientific method requires that all facts are taken into account, Mead’s ethical ideal demands that “all the conditions of conduct and all the values which are involved in the conflict must be taken into account in abstraction from the fixed forms of habits and goods which have clashed with each other.”  Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” 146. What this ethical ideal of social reconstruction requires is that moral agents constitute themselves members of a wider commonwealth of rational beings, a true “republic of letters.”  Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” 147. That this notion was first associated with the seventeenth-century Enlightenment thinkers and later became the epitome of any community of individuals whose freedom is only limited by the limits of their own reason is certainly not a trivial point. In other words, Mead’s social reformism is guided by this ideal notion of a universal community of discourse, whose members are able to use their reason to abstract from the economic, social and cultural distinctions that characterize their concrete societies. Once we join this imaginary republic of letters, which grows out of this world, we join the “democratic ideal” of the “growing consciousness that society is responsible for the ordering of its own processes and structure so that what are common goods in their very nature should be accessible to common enjoyment. We vaguely call it “progress.””  Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” 148. 

Mead’s involvement in the Immigrants’ Protective League (which he helped to found in 1908), his participation on a citizens’ committee established to solve the so-called “garment strike” of 1910, and his long membership of the City Club of Chicago (which he joined in 1906), provide fine illustrations of the application of his ethical ideas to the resolution of concrete social problems. At the back of Mead’s mind is an ideal regulatory conception of the social order characterized by a harmony of interests, cooperation, reciprocity and civic friendship. Consider the case of the problem posed by the appalling social conditions the tens of thousands of immigrants that every year arrived in Chicago had to endure. Mead openly criticizes the attitude of the federal and municipal authorities of the time responsible for managing the growing influx of immigrants and their social and economic integration. And he does so by associating the lack of success of government policies on immigrant integration to their endorsement of a liberal rationalistic political philosophy: “Our government has nothing to offer him [the immigrant] by way of protection but the doctrine of the abstract rights of man, a vote he cannot intelligently exercise.”   Mead, “Review of The Newer Ideals of Peace by Jane Addams,” American Journal of Sociology, 13 (1907), 123. The alternative Mead envisages consists in making governmental ideas and institutions more sensitive to the social web of relations into which immigrants enter as soon as they arrive in the US. Immigrant integration policies should thus promote inter-cultural dialogue, in an effort to bring about that spirit of neighborliness that defines a truly democratic community.

In reference to Mead’s participation in the arbitration of the conflict that opposed Chicago garment workers and their employers, it is worth noting that this particular strike was preceded by a series of labor disputes that started in the late 1870s.  For an informed analysis of these labor conflicts, see Feffer, The Chicago Pragmatists, 212-213. The basic motive behind this strike was the terrible work conditions to which the usually unskilled workers were submitted to by the Chicago’s garment industry. These were, at least, the conclusions arrived at by Mead, Sophronisba Breckinridge, and Anna Nicholes in their joint Report of the Subcommittee to the Citizens Committee, in 5 November 1910,  This report is located in the Mead Papers, box 9, folder 22. as members of the City Club. The final agreement between the contending parts would be attained on 14 January 1911, and comprehended a full amnesty for the strikers and the recognition of some collective rights. In an important unpublished manuscript on the process of industrialization, Mead discusses these issues from a theoretical point of view. Referring to Hobson’s Evolution of Modern Capitalism (1894), Mead analyzes the future social and economic implications of the process of industrial mechanization. Discussing “modern industrial communities,”  Mead, “On the Effects of Industrialization” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 3, folder 14, 3. Mead connects the need for vocational training, on the part of the industrialists, and the need of an informed citizenry, on the part of the whole community. Mead writes: “I doubt if we can ever hold to any democracy consistently till we give every child a trained skill which shall guarantee him an economic and social status.”  Mead, “On the Effects of Industrialization,” 38. What Mead is arguing for in this manuscript is the pragmatists’ radical democratic claim that without concrete material equality of conditions, the abstract theory of political rights is no more than an abstraction which benefits some at the expense of the many. Despite his confessed sympathy for the working class, Mead nevertheless rejected the unions’ particularistic claims as being “class views” incompatible with the pursuit of the ideal of the “common good.” Mead’s motto was that of a community of interests between capital and labor. Mead can be seen advocating this position even in his lectures of that time. In the 1911 offering of the course on “The Logic of Social Sciences,” discussing ethics as “applied research,” Mead confronts his students with a problem he was tackling as an arbitrator: “what are the conditions under which children should be educated for industry?” The answer he gives to his students – “One can consider the efficiency of the manufacturing from the manufacturer’s perspective (…); the standpoint of the union is likewise partial”  Mead, “The Logic of the Social Sciences,” (unpublished typescript of student notes by Juliet Hammond, 1911), box 8, folder 8, 94 p. – is the same he gives to workers and employers: they should both try to take the attitude of the other, eventually assuming the attitude of the “generalized other” in order to escape the particularism of their class interests. 

This was but only one of the instances in which Mead participated in the resolution of social problems as a member of the City Club. As we have seen in chapter 10, it was as chairman of the Club’s Committee on Public Education that Mead produced the report on the situation of vocational training in Chicago published in 1912. Years later, Mead would serve as president of the City Club in two one-year terms from 1918 to 1920. While Mead was engaged in these voluntary activities he kept developing his theoretical position on “intelligent social reconstruction.” 

This can be seen as early as in the 1899 essay “The Working Hypothesis in Social Reform,” where he rejects “utopian” and “doctrinaire” political doctrines, such as socialism, in favor of a scientifically grounded social reformism. As he asserts, in social reform we “can never set up a detailed statement of the conditions that are to be ultimately attained. What we have is a method and a control in application, not an ideal to work toward. As has been stated, this is the attitude of the scientist in the laboratory.”  Mead, “The Working Hypothesis in Social Reform,” 369. Conceiving of social reconstruction as the application of intelligence to the control of social conditions, Mead is assuming the essentially social character of human conduct. Hence the pivotal importance of a scientific social psychology upon which intelligent social reform is to be founded. Psychology performs, then, the crucial function of providing a scientific basis for the social reconstruction of the social and economic problems that result from modern industrial societies. From this perspective, the sociological notion of “social control”  Mead defines “social control” as a form of self-criticism that “far from tending to crush out the human individual or to obliterate his self-conscious individuality, is, on the contrary, actually constitutive of and inextricably associated with that individuality.” (MSS, 255) For an analysis of the usages of this concept by American sociology in the first decades of the twentieth century, see Morris Janowitz, “Sociological Theory and Social Control,” American Journal of Sociology 81, no. 1 (1975). emerges as the political expression of the pragmatists’ ideological commitment to intelligent social reconstruction. According to Mead and his fellow pragmatists, modern industrial societies can be controlled intelligently only if one realizes that “the most effective government is through public opinion. Social control, in so far as it is institutional, involves friction and fails to carry with it that recognition of the identity of interests which must be the foundations of proper social control.”  Mead, “On the State and Social Control” (unpublished paper written after 6 April 1917), Mead Papers, Addenda, box 3, folder 26, 7-8. Social cooperation through the exchange of rational arguments by a cognitively competent and informed public opinion is thus the keynote of Mead’s proposed scientific method for the solution of the problems of the society of which he was a member. Building on this assumption, Mead’s endorsement of a theory of deliberative democracy, which will be discussed in chapter 15, is but the logical corollary of his commitment to the ideal of uncoerced and informed dialogue.




Chapter 14 – Mead and the War


The First World War constituted a challenge for the intellectuals and scientists of the beginning of the twentieth century. It is fair to say that a whole generation of social thinkers, including sociology’s classic figures, was offered the chance of superseding particularistic and non-scientific prejudices in the name of scientific objectivity and impartiality. Most of them, however, failed to meet that challenge.  For an account of the response of social scientists to World War I, see Hans Joas, War and Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003), 55-81. In this chapter, I will try to show that this was not true of Mead. His wartime personal correspondence and political writings, some of them still unpublished, show us a social scientist deeply concerned with the humanitarian consequences of war but willing to provide a scientific explanation for the causes and nature of that human tragedy. In this respect, Mead’s social psychological explanation of the fusion of the two phases of the self in patriotic moments is of particular relevance.  One of the few texts devoted to this point is James Campbell, “Community Without Fusion: Dewey, Mead, Tufts,” in Pragmatism. From Progressivism to Postmodernism, Robert Hollinger and David Depew, eds. (London: Praeger, 1995), 56-71. Additionally, Mead’s position on the issue of conscription sheds light on his understanding of the precise limits of individual autonomy in moments when the community’s survival is at stake. In general terms, Mead’s analysis of the phenomenon of warfare offers us a privileged vantage point from which to assess his social and political thinking. Indeed, his scientific social psychology, intrinsically oriented to conflict resolution, gives Mead the required theoretical framework to observe, criticize and propose a solution for the greatest of all human conflicts – war.

Mead’s personal correspondence with his daughter-in-law and son right before and after America’s entry into the war shows, at first, a profoundly distressed individual whose anti-militarism led to hope for a pacific solution,  “I wonder if the situation that as a country we are facing seems as distressing to you as it does to me? That is a rhetorical question and a poor one at that. You need not answer it. I will simply unfold my own distress. This centers in the fact that our reason for getting into the struggle it is different to make appear adequate from the standpoint that America ought to occupy. This attitude is that of maintaining universally recognized international activities in spite of the fight that is going on. That is, what America ought to insist upon is the right to continue her life in the international society, while she remains out of that war in which she has refused to join,” Mead to Irene Mead, 18 February 1917, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 14. and later someone increasingly convinced of the fairness of the alliance of the values of democratic self-rule and labor rights against autocratic militarism.  “I have never felt so strongly the necessity of America’s fighting as I do now. The democratic issue that we fight for should be made clear not only by the president but also by the people. We should have a labor party that would put out the type of program which the English labor party have issued. Barring the revolution there is nothing but America that can save the world from German domination, imperialistic commerce and international politics and a more hideous war to succeed this,” Mead to Henry Mead, 7 March 1918, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 15. This change of opinion can also be identified in Mead’s published writings. Following the evolution of the events in Europe from 1914 to 1917, Mead starts by expressing serious doubts about the war’s rationale in the 1915 “The Psychological Basis of Internationalism.”  This essay was originally published in Survey, 33 (1915), 604-607. I was able to determine the exact date this article was written because in a letter to his son Henry, dating from 21 January 1915, Mead makes the following remark: “I have written an article on Militarism which I was asked to write for the Survey,” box 1, folder 8. During my archival work at Chicago I managed to locate its original version. Wrongly filed as an unpublished paper, it was held in the Addenda, box 3, folder 1, under the title of “Militarism and Nationalism,” and included an unpublished handwritten conclusion.  Both for personal and intellectual reasons, Mead followed the evolution of the war with great attention and growing concern.  Mead’s son, Henry, had military training in the Chicago area in the second semester of 1917 and joined the war effort in early 1918. The correspondence between Mead and his son in this period can be found in Mead Papers, box 1, folder 9. After the United States’ entry into the war on 6 April 1917, in a series of newspaper articles published in the Chicago Herald in that summer, he shows a different understanding of the war. Reiterating his lifelong anti-militarism, Mead argues that the war had become a “war for democracy” against the autocratic and militarist German regime.  In a newspaper article suggestively entitled “America’s Ideals and the War,” Mead asserts that “[i]t involves no contradiction in habits for the German social democrat to make terms with their government which give the people enlarged power at home while it gives the governing feudal and commercial group dominions stretching from Hamburg to Bagdad and beyond. Our historic development has given our democracy no such adaptability. It has left us with the uncompromising habit of accepting home rule abroad because we demand it at home,” Chicago Herald, 3 August 1917. Furthermore, I believe that these writings provide us with an unparalleled opportunity to see Mead applying his theoretical outlook (in a way that also expresses his personal values and ideological commitments) to the analysis of an example of the societal phenomenon of war. What is a purely theoretical account of the process of fusion of the two phases of the human self in Mind, Self and Society, can be seen, in the abovementioned 1915 article, being applied to the concrete example of patriotism, curiously enough an alluded example that Morris’s editorial activity did not give us the chance of reading.  Mead announces the discussion of the “attitudes of religion, patriotism, and team work,” but the selection of the student notes made by Morris includes only his discussion of the other two attitudes. See MSS, 273. For an account of Mead’s views on patriotism in that book, one has either to go back to an earlier section, namely to the analysis of the function performed by the sense of superiority for the realization of the self (see MSS, 207-9), or to the discussion of social conflict where Mead asserts that “It is upon these war-time expressions of the self-protective impulse in all the individual members of the state or nation that the general efficacy of national appeals to patriotism is based.” (MSS, 306). 
Indeed, in “The Psychological Basis of Internationalism,” Mead starts his analysis of the war in Europe by taking note of its “great spiritual dividends.”  Mead, “The Psychological Basis of Internationalism,” 604. Arguing along similar lines as Simmel and Durkheim,  According to Joas, while Simmel conceives of war as a “deeply moving existential experience of an ecstatic feeling of security that liberates our personality from old inhibitions,” Durkheim, in his sociology of religion, describes “collective effervescence” experiences as a “group ecstasy that has the function of shaping identity and creating social bounds,” War and Modernity, 65. Oddly, Joas fails to extend this parallel to the case of Mead’s thesis of the fusion of the “I” and the “me.” Mead asserts that individual members of societies can fuse into self-conscious nations in moments of exceptional emotional intensity. Like a tide of national consciousness that sweeps across the body of citizens, these emotional moments are as intense as they are brief. When these moments occur, Mead contends, there is a fusion of the “I” and the “me:” there is an absolute identification between the individual self and the social group. The fusion of the individual and the group is so complete that the individual can even lose himself “in the whole group in some sense, and may attain the attitude in which he undergoes suffering and death for the common cause.”  Mead, “The Psychology of Punitive Justice,” American Journal of Sociology 23 (1918), 598. When this happens, when individual existence is sacrificed for the sake of the community, then, the social fusion is complete and absolute.

Mead, however, is far from endorsing the irrationalist implications suggested by this psychological phenomenon. On the contrary, Mead’s proposed solution for settling international disputes comprises two elements drawn from his scientific social psychology. Firstly, rejecting James’s assumption of a masculine fighting instinct, Mead asks why reformist activities should be seen as “white-blooded” and “feministic,” when actually they are a “vastly more intelligently conceived” formulation of the same patriotic principles.  Mead, “The Psychological Basis of Internationalism,” 607. In Mead’s view, social reform is intrinsically internationalist since it gives priority to the interests of humankind over the interests of the state. Secondly, both in the notion of self-reflexivity as the elemental mechanism for the development of the self and in the idea of democratic self-rule as the basic condition for a meaningful group life, the same insight is suggested. As Mead observes: “[t]he function of social organization is to build up and enlarge the personality of nations as truly as that of individuals, and this cannot include the deliberate destruction of the very members of international society, the consciousness of whom is essential to national self-consciousness.”  Mead, “The Psychological Basis of Internationalism,” 605. Just as an individual depends on the existence of other human beings to exist, so the national identity and the very life of a political community is dependent on the existence of other nation-states. This is why Mead concludes this essay by stating that the solution for the problem of militarism, chief cause of the conflict, is of a psychological nature. It lies in a change of attitude  That this notion of “change of attitude” is a central concept of Mead’s social psychological analysis of warfare is demonstrated by its reiteration in the unpublished essay “On Might and Right in World War I” (1917-8): “Perhaps the most important change of attitude that our modern attack upon social problem demands is that involved in looking upon government not primarily as the expression of the force of the community but as the expression of its organized intelligence in meeting and overcoming the difficulties and solving the problem which common life brings with it. The power of the community is the servant of its intelligence and not its master. It is this change of attitude which the present ruling caste in Germany can never accept,” Mead Papers, Addenda, box 2, folder 32. on the part of the states of the Central Powers that would indicate “the willingness to accept the whole international fabric of society, and to regard the states and the communities of which they are the instruments, as subject to and controlled by the life of the whole, not as potential enemies for whose assault each state must be forever on the watch.”  Mead, “The Psychological Basis of Internationalism,” 607. In a handwritten and unpublished conclusion, Mead develops this idea by suggesting that the referred psychological change will happen as the result not of a “conscious determination,” but of the unintended consequences of other changes, such as the internationalism associated with the labor movement. In political and institutional terms, “the changes will come piece meal, in the gradual extension of the arbitration treaties, and the power of the Hague tribunals,” Mead Papers, Addenda, box 3, folder 1. 

According to Mead, then, as long as the state apparatus is conceived as the mechanism by which the political community undertakes its deliberate corporate actions, it incorporates the values of society itself; political institutions are but instruments of the collective will that have incorporated the principle of revolution and transformed it into a constitutional imperative for gradual change. At this point, it is enlightening to note a personal letter Mead wrote to his daughter-in-law, Irene Tufts Mead, in which the phenomenon of patriotism is addressed. On March 21, 1918, Mead wrote:
I have finished some fifty six pages of Veblen’s Nature of Peace, which I am going to review for the Journal of Economics. (…) I think the only ground for dissent and it is a fundamental one, is that for him patriotism is only characteristic of man that is entirely irrational, not only in the losses and costs involved in the exercise, but also in its psychology. It never seems to occur to him to connect patriotism with the process by which personality of the individual has been gained in the consciousness of the group, and to see in this but the further growth of the same consciousness in the larger society. (…) Patriotism as Veblen sketches it is of course only that phase of the growth which appears at the points of inhibition, and checked development.  Mead to Irene Mead, Mead Papers, box 1, folder 15.

The chief reason for quoting this passage is Mead’s reference to his review of Thorstein Veblen’s book An Inquiry into the Nature of Peace and the Terms of its Perpetuation (1917). The relevance of this review lies in the fact that Mead’s conception of patriotism is contrasted with a rather well known contemporary account. What emerges in this text is the dual nature, later reiterated in his advanced social psychology course, of Mead’s definition of this phenomenon. One the one hand, the “feeling of group superiority,” (MSS, 208) which performs the function of preserving the individual or group identity, and, on the other, the hostile attitude towards “the other,” which in the course of social evolution tends to be replaced by the recognition of the rights of others. Veblen is criticized for only taking into account this second dimension.  See Mead, “Review of The Nature of Peace and the Terms of Its Perpetuation by Thorstein Veblen,” Journal of Political Economy 26 (1918), 760-1. As a consequence, Veblen’s analysis is said to be unable to grasp the passage of the earlier kind of “feudal loyalty” to the “loyalty to a national monarch” (as in the case of Imperial Germany), as a symptom of an evolutionary trend to more generalized kinds of collective consciousnesses.  See Mead, “Review of The Nature of Peace and the Terms of Its Perpetuation by Thorstein Veblen,” 761. The naturalist and evolutionary character of Mead’s argument is clear. The modern nation state is said to be but the latest stage of a long process of social evolution, during which increasingly complex models of communal life have been developed. In consequence, Mead argues, the possibility of domesticating the “hostile impulse” by means of communicative rationality has imposed itself as the most intelligent solution.

One of Mead’s most elaborated essays on warfare, democracy and international relations was never sent for publication.  I refer to “On the Relationship Between Intellectualist Psychology and America’s Entry Into World War I” (unpublished paper written between 27 August 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 3, folder 22, 6 p. This manuscript is available at the Mead Papers archive, and it constitutes a valuable resource to cast additional light on the social psychological roots of Mead’s political thought. In this manuscript, written during the American engagement in the war, Mead rejects the “intellectualist psychology” according to which ideas and ideals take logical precedence over conduct. On the contrary, Mead maintains, it is the idea that grows “out of the conduct and not the conduct out of the idea.”  Mead, “On the Relationship Between Intellectualist Psychology and America’s Entry Into World War I,” 3. Claiming that America’s definite objective in the war is to foster “an ideal of organized international life based upon the attitudes of the peoples themselves,”  Mead, “On the Relationship Between Intellectualist Psychology and America’s Entry Into World War I,” 5. Mead reaches the conclusion that such an ideal can be achieved “if only the conflicting interests can be brought into the field of an enlightened public opinion of the whole society.”  Mead, “On the Relationship Between Intellectualist Psychology and America’s Entry Into World War I,” 6. Mead’s deliberative conception of democracy, here extended to the level of the relations between nation-states, is thus the political counterpart of his communicative social theory. In both cases, the operating metaphor is of a dialogical nature – one has to be able to take the attitude of the other in order to establish a rational dialogue that prevents the parts from having recourse to violent means to assert their opinions and interests.

In the same year as this article was written Mead published a 10-page long pamphlet on “The Conscientious Objector.” The main point of this essay is to inquire into the attitude society should adopt when one of its members refuses to take part in a “war for democracy,” such as World War I. Mead’s position is clear. Since there is “no acid test for sincerity of his attitude,”  Mead, “The Conscientious Objector,” 6. the conscientious objector can only be exempted from being enlisted for religious or pacifist principles. If, however, he resorts to politically motivated arguments, such as “this is not a fair war,” then, Mead claims, the state is justified “in laying a penalty to prevent the evil which would arise from illegitimate use of conscientious objection as an excuse to avoid public duties and burdens.”  Mead, “The Conscientious Objector,” 7. This statement is of the utmost importance in order to assess Mead’s position regarding the political relation between a citizen and his community. When he has to trace the line separating the individual’s autonomy and the individual’s public duty, Mead does not hesitate to assert the precedence of the “common good” over “private interests.” The political implications of Mead’s conception of the social nature of the self determine that whenever the welfare of the community, in particular its very survival, is at stake, the dissenting individual has to follow the law. “Obedience to a law,” as Mead explains, “has never constituted a man slave, while his ideas and those of the other citizens go to make and remake the laws;” for this reason, Mead concludes that the “right of the minority is the right to be heard,” i.e., “[h]is right is to work for the change of the law not against its enforcement.”  Mead, “The Conscientious Objector,” 8-9. It is certainly worth noting that shortly after Mead wrote these lines, in 16 May 1918 the U.S. Congress passed the “Sedition Act,” which along with the “Espionage Act” of 1917, severely limited the freedom of speech in the United States, with over 1500 people being eventually arrested for disloyalty.

If Mead’s advocacy of the liberties of expression may deserve applause from those who endorse a deliberative democratic conception of politics, I wish to criticize two inconsistencies in his argument. Firstly, it is not clear to my mind on what grounds can one distinguish between a “religious” or “pacifist” argument and a “politically motivated” one. The boundaries separating these categories are simply too easily transcended to constitute a valid criterion of what is a legitimate argument for exemption from the war effort. A possible solution for this inconsistency could be found in Mead’s social reformism since these voluntary activities oriented to the “common good” could constitute an alternative to those who, no matter their reasons, do not wish to join the war effort. Secondly, Mead suggests that, in the case of a war involving “the very existence of the country itself,” questions of policy regarding the war effort cannot be debated. However, he remarks, in the case of “such a struggle as that between England and the Boers in South Africa” which “involves governmental policies rather than the integrity of the nation,”  Mead, “The Conscientious Objector,” 9. citizens are free to express their opposition to war. In my view, it is untenable to suggest such a criterion for allowing public discussions since the definition of a state’s national interests and integrity are, in itself, a matter of political debate. In fact, America’s entry in World War I was not motivated by any immediate danger to its “territorial integrity,” but by the threat to American lives and commodities in the Atlantic posed by the German Kriegsmarine.  In 1917, the submarine war was at its height, endangering the lives of many Americans including his own son Henry, about whom Mead writes in a letter to his daughter-in-law, Irene, 22 October 1917: “We haven’t seen Henry as yet nor heard from him, nor has any word beyond the telegram Henry sent come from you to either house. (…) We have wondered whether it might have been possible to learn from the steamship office here or by telegram from N.Y. of this postponement of the sailing date, but it is probable that this is a method of shrouding your slipping away in uncertainty,” Mead Papers, box 1, folder 14. 

When Mead returns to these issues in the late 1920s, he still seeks to approach the problems of international relations and warfare from a scientific social psychological perspective. In “National-Mindedness and International-Mindedness” (1929), Mead returns to his earlier account of the “hostile impulse” in order to describe the social psychological instinct responsible for “the spiritual exaltation of wartime patriotism.”  Mead, “National-Mindedness and International-Mindedness,” International Journal of Ethics 39 (1929), 393. Against this instinctive feeling Mead opposes “the power which language has conferred upon us, of not only seeing ourselves as others see us but also of addressing ourselves in terms of the common ideas and functions which an organized society makes possible.”  Mead, “National-Mindedness and International-Mindedness,” 395. Retaining the evolutionary perspective that characterizes his theory of phylogenesis, Mead argues that nationalism is a historically recent phenomenon by which men suddenly realized that they belonged to communities that transcended their families and clans. In this sense, “national mindedness” is to be conceived of as a conversation with a “generalized other,” more general than previous forms of human association, but less general than the form idealized by Mead. As he puts it: “Can we carry on a conversation in international terms?” (MSS, 271) According to Mead, the “moral equivalent of war,” to paraphrase James, is to be found in the socially acquired capacity for rational linguistic expression of ideas, rather than in some fundamental social impulse. It is a cognitivist and internationalist solution that Mead proposes. 

Social conflicts, ranging from labor disputes or educational issues to armed conflicts, are to be solved according to the principles of the method of modern science and the teachings of social psychology. In the case of warfare, what is needed is the institutionalization of the problem-solving attitude that characterizes the scientist. In this sense, the League of Nations, whose creation on 28 June 1919 with the signature of the Treaty of Versailles was enthusiastically endorsed by Mead, is the political institution whose function is to determine the common interests that lie behind every conflict of interests. In Mead’s words, the “moral equivalent of war is found in the intelligence and the will both to discover these common interests between contending nations and to make them the basis for the solution of the existing differences and for the common life which they will make possible.”  Mead, “National-Mindedness and International-Mindedness,” 403-4. 



Chapter 15 – Communicative Ethics and Deliberative Democracy


My aim in what follows is to discuss Mead’s communicative ethics, understood as a theory that aims at the definition of general principles of moral problem-solving. In particular, I shall focus my discussion on Mead’s social psychological analysis of moral action from the mid-1910s until the end of his career. A second but related theme that I wish to analyze in this period concerns Mead’s conception of democracy. Behind Mead’s ethical theory and conception of democracy lies one and the same regulatory ideal. I refer to Mead’s notion of “universe of discourse,” the utopian ideal of a community of rational citizens whose social coordination is guaranteed by the exchange of rational arguments that leads to mutual understanding.  Other commentators that have also emphasized this aspect of Mead’s work include Dmitri Shalin (“G.H. Mead, Socialism, and the Progressive Agenda,” 941), Andrew Feffer (“Sociability and Social Conflict in George Herbert Mead’s Interactionism, 1900-1919,” Journal of the History of Ideas 51, no. 2 (1990), 247), John Campbell (“Community Without Fusion: Dewey, Mead, Tufts,” 63), Richard Bernstein (“The Resurgence of Pragmatism,” Social Research 59, no. 4 (1992), 815), Anselm Strauss (“Mead’s Multiple Conceptions of Time and Evolution: Their Contexts and Their Consequences for Theory,” International Sociology 6, no. 4 (1991), 417), Hans Joas, G.H. Mead, 206, and Gary A. Cook, George Herbert Mead, 135. Concerning the textual basis of my discussion of Mead’s late moral and political thinking, I shall resort, once again, to unpublished materials in order to supplement the articles that Mead sent for publication. Accordingly, in this chapter, beyond the 1912 offering of the course on Social Psychology published in Individual and the Social Self and the published essays “The Social Self’ (1913), “Natural Rights and the Theory of the Political Institution” (1915), “The Psychology of Punitive Justice” (1918), “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences” (1923), “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control” (1925), and “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics” (1930), I shall take into consideration a massive unpublished set of student notes from Mead’s 1927 offering of the course on “Elementary Ethics,” only available at the archives in Chicago.  I refer to the 244-page-long unpublished typescript of student notes on Mead’s course on “Elementary Ethics.” It is worth noting that Habermas has based his analysis of Mead’s ethics solely on the “Fragments on Ethics” included by Morris at the end of Mind, Self and Society, which are literally a fragment of this particular set of student notes. See Habermas, TCA2, 92, n. 31. What this shows is the urgent need for a complete critical edition of the materials held at the Mead Papers archive. 

In the context of Mead’s system of thought, ethics should be conceived of as the “general theory of solving moral problems,”  John Broyer, “Mead’s Ethical Theory,” in The Philosophy of George Herbert Mead, Walter Corti, ed. (Winterthur: Amriswiler Bücherei, 1973), 171. to use John Broyer’s accurate phrasing. The scientific nature of Mead’s approach to moral problems is revealed once one realizes that its purpose is to define the principles that govern an intelligent resolution of value conflicts, that is to say, a rational method for moral problem-solving. Mead’s proposal is thus proceduralist rather than teleological. It is focused not so much on the definition of a determined final end that is supposed to motivate moral action, as on the definition of the procedures of a democratic and experimental moral method.  In Mead’s words, “[s]cientific method is not teleological in the sense of setting up a final cause that should determine our action, but it is as categorical in insisting upon our considering all factors in problems of conduct, as it is in demanding the recognition of all of the data that constitute the research problem,” “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 237-8. For Mead, the human self is as biological as it is social. Phylogenesis and ontogenesis are, from this point of view, both natural evolutionary processes and normative developmental processes. Human experience comprises several dimensions, one of which is of a moral character. Since human reason operates in all of these dimensions, the “method of intelligence” can be mobilized whenever problems block human conduct in some of these spheres of action. In the case of the “social and moral order,” the formulation of an experimental moral hypothesis is the first step to the reflective solution of a moral problem. As we have seen in chapter 8, the resolution of moral problems is inspired by the example of the research scientist in that both the critical moral agent and the scientist have to take into consideration all the relevant facts. Since moral problems involve conflicts between opposing ends, the crux of the question is to be able to have in mind the wider perspective. Only in this way can all of the points of view in conflict be fully appreciated. From this point of view, one can see that Mead’s ethics have a communicative nature since the problem of bearing in mind all the perspectives is ultimately a problem of communication – every and each part in conflict must be able to express his viewpoints in an intelligible way for all the others. Hence, Mead’s theory of ethics is universalistic insofar as it is oriented to the rational perspective of the “generalized other” and, in particular, to the “rational community that is represented in the so-called universe of discourse.” (MSS, 202) This regulative ideal of a community of rational citizens, whose moral problems are solved by discursive (thus rational) means, is a distinctive trait of Mead’s moral thinking.

One of the earliest instances of Mead’s subscription to this regulative ideal is to be found in his 1912 offering of the course on Social Psychology, which we already had the opportunity to discuss from other points of view. In moral conduct, says Mead, we are always involved in a process of reconstruction of the situation in which we are acting. Our moral growth is dependent upon our ability to transcend this concrete situation: “The bigoted man is one who is not able to grasp the new situation,” Mead observes. (ISS, 75) How does this process of reconstruction occur? Very much as in an experiment, when our action is interrupted by some moral conflict, we are able to imagine a number of possible lines of conduct. These possible solutions are like scientific hypotheses: the only difference is that, in this case, they assume the character of possible plans of action. The solution of the moral problem requires that something new is included. This novel element, essential to the resolution of the moral problem, has a social character. The moral agent does not carry inside him the solution for the problem, so to speak. Since the moral “problem is the community’s,” (ISS, 77) the moral agent needs first to create a new situation that includes all attitudes he can possibly imagine, as if he were before “an audience of imaginary persons,” (ISS, 77) and then he needs to confront this new situation with a reconstructed self. This new, reconstructed self is the sign of moral growth and social evolution. When all members of a moral community are able to put themselves completely in the place of each other, clear and unimpeded thinking occurs, and with it, authentic “democratic consciousness” (ISS, 95) emerges.

The contours of this position can be first seen being articulated in published form in the 1913 essay “The Social Self,” where Mead introduces the notion of a “psychology of ethics.” In a similar way to the position put to his students the year before, Mead observes that when the moral agent is confronted with a problem there is a sort of disintegration of the structure of his personality, since “different tendencies appear in reflective thought as different voices in conflict with each other.”  Mead, “The Social Self,” 378. It is not trivial that the metaphor alluded to by Mead is a rational dialogue. Indeed, Mead tells us that there is a need for a reconstruction of the problematic moral situation, according to which all personal interests should be “adequately recognized in the new situation” so that a “new world harmonizing the conflicting interests” can emerge.  Mead, “The Social Self,” 379. The creative character of such a moral reconstruction involves the human ability to exchange rational arguments and reach an agreement that solves the disintegrating conflict of ends. Such is the condition for the emergence of a larger self, a self which has the capacity to grow morally. Moral growth is, then, a thoroughly communicative and social affair. This idea of moral growth is the cornerstone of Mead’s mature social psychology of the moral experience. Let us now see how Mead develops this insight in the later period of his career, both in his writings and lectures.

The social character of the ethical end, arguably the most significant innovation introduced by the abovementioned 1913 article to Mead’s system of thought, is reaffirmed a few years later in the 1918 essay “The Psychology of Punitive Justice.” In this article, Mead starts by asserting, just as he does in the review of Veblen’s book of that same year, that there are two “opposing groups of instincts, those which we have named hostile and those which may be termed friendly.”  Mead, “The Psychology of Punitive Justice,” 578. Both of these instincts show the social nature of the self for “his speech is their speech,” i.e., human rationality and linguistic communication are products of life in society. The moral implication of this social psychological thesis is, at a time when World War I was being fought across the Atlantic, that “advance takes place in bringing to consciousness the larger social whole within which hostile attitudes pass over into self-assertions that are functional instead of destructive,”  Mead, “The Psychology of Punitive Justice,” 581. i.e., the “escape from selfishness is not by the Kantian road of an emotional response to the abstract universal, but by the recognition of the genuinely social character of human nature.”  Mead, “The Psychology of Punitive Justice,” 585. Communicative ethics, not transcendental rationalistic accounts of morality, is Mead’s favored choice for dealing with the challenge of moral choice in time of war: the “conscientious objector,” while forced to obey the law, is thus free to discuss its philosophical justification and concrete application.  Mead, “The Conscientious Objector,” 8-9. Supporting this communicative ethics, one finds a deliberative democratic ideal. As Mead explains to his fellow citizens, in 1917, in the pages of the Chicago Herald, 
Democratic advance, therefore, has always been in the direction of breaking down the social barriers and vested privileges which have kept men from finding the common denominators of conflicting interests which have been at war with each other, because they have been incommensurable. The same democratic assumption in the relation of nations insists that there are no irreconcilable conflicts between peoples if only there is adequate opportunity for bringing these conflicting interests in deliberative contact with each other.  Mead, “Democracy’s Issues in the World War,” Chicago Herald August 4, 1917.

By the 1920s, Mead has developed the central insights of his scientific approach to the realm of ethics. As we have seen in chapter 8, the clearest instance of Mead’s attempt to provide a scientific basis to his moral theory is the 1923 article ‘Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences.” Adducing various examples of concrete applications of his proposed theory, raging from public health to municipal politics and nationalism, Mead argues that both the ethical ends and the means to attain them are “subject to restatement and reconstruction” by the “intelligent method of science.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 237. And Mead goes on to suggest that there is an internal connection between the experimental method of modern science and democratic politics. Both in a research laboratory and in a parliament, the human ability to communicate in a rational fashion is the basis upon which the coordination of the conduct of individuals, either as scientists or as citizens, is carried out. From this perspective, it is only natural that Mead raises serious doubts about the purely quantitative aspects of democratic life. Much more important than the “clumsy method of registering public sentiment which the ballot box affords in a democracy”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 244. are, to Mead as to Dewey,  In a book published shortly after Mead’s article, The Public and Its Problems (1927), Dewey subscribes to a similar position to the one argued by Mead. Dewey writes: “Majority rule, just as majority rule, is as foolish as its critics charge it with being. But it never is merely majority rule. (…) The essential need, in other words, is the improvement of the methods and conditions of debate, discussion and persuasion. That is the problem of the public,” John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, in John Dewey. The Later Works, Volume 2: 1925-1927, Jo Ann Boydston, ed. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984; originally published in 1927), 365. This pragmatist understanding of democratic politics is of central importance for Habermas’s discursive conception of deliberative democracy. Habermas acknowledges this fact in his latest major political work, where he quotes approvingly Dewey’s words. See Habermas, BFN, 304. the continued and informed debates by a cognitively competent and civically engaged citizenry. Mead’s democratic ideal involves “the formation of an intelligent public sentiment” “growing out of the intelligent attitudes of the individuals and groups in whose experience the community exists. Our institutions are in so far democratic that when a public sentiment is definitely formed and expressed it is authoritative.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 238-239. Richard Bernstein is thus entirely justified in his claim that Mead and Dewey “were committed to a program of radical democratic social reform. (…) For both of them the ideal of democracy as a form of communal life in which “all share and all contribute” is central to their philosophical vision.”  Bernstein, “The Resurgence of Pragmatism,” 815. 

This very same idea of a communicative rationality as the foundation stone of a scientific approach to the analysis of the “social and moral order” can be found in some of the lectures Mead delivered in the late 1920s. The lecture transcripts from the 1927 course on “Elementary Ethics” are a case in point. The theoretical relevance of these student notes lies in the fact that they offer us an account of the moral experience that draws on the two other pillars that sustain Mead’s system of thinking. Indeed, Mead’s insistence on the idea of “moral reconstruction” in these lectures is based both on his social psychological explanation of the conditions that make possible that reconstructive task, and on his conception of the scientific method as the most elaborated procedure for the rational resolution of action problems. Mead emphasizes the communicative nature of human rationality when he notes that our ability for rational judgment stems from the capacity to “speak to ourselves with the voice of the entire community,” i.e., “man is a rational being only because he is a social being.”  Mead, “Elementary Ethics,” 212-3. It is worth noting that Mead arrives at such a general thesis only after historically reconstructing the emergence of modern experimental reason, whose roots he traces back to Classical Greece. These ideas, he explains, “passed on to the modern world and have been the starting point of our modern civilization.”  Mead, “Elementary Ethics,” 85. After having discussed Galileo, whose work is said to have established “the fundamental assumption of the modern world,”  Mead, “Elementary Ethics,” 96. Hobbes, the first modern individualist political theorist, and Rousseau, who is granted the paternity of the first modern theory of democracy, Mead discusses Utilitarian ethics from its historical immersion in the context of the Industrial Revolution, and confronts it with Kant’s proposals. 

It is certainly revealing about Mead’s lifelong interests on education and municipal politics that he introduces John Stuart Mill’s version of Utilitarianism as the result of the educational efforts of James Mill (the father of John Stuart). This “social undertaking,” Mead remarks, “served a very admirable purpose, helping England to pass over into the industrial process, and gave them the intelligence to deal with municipal government problems.”  Mead, “Elementary Ethics,” 111. This said, Mead’s central contention is that both Kantian and Utilitarian ethics introduce substantive content endowed with value into their allegedly formalist proposals. Mead goes as far as accusing Kant and Mill of falling into the “hedonistic fallacy” since they both assume that human inclinations or desires are directed towards our subjective experiences of pleasure or satisfaction. Mead’s criticism of the psychological presuppositions of these ethical doctrines is based upon his own social psychology, according to which our inclinations or desires are directed towards ends located in the social and physical environment that surrounds us. This is the reason why Mead is in a position to reject Mill and Kant’s contention that our inclinations are oriented towards subjective states of consciousness. On the contrary, Mead argues, “it is a fair test of what the object is to see that toward which the attention must be directed to get it. If you give your attention to the pleasure, you cut the nerve of action.”  Mead, “Elementary Ethics,” 128. Regarding Kant’s categorical imperative, Mead subscribes to its universalist character but criticizes its limited application in the resolution of concrete moral problems. Mead, recovering his previous comparison between the attitudes of the critical moral agent and of the research scientist, once again stresses the need for a creative moral reconstruction, in which the moral agent must take into account all of the relevant conflicting interests.  Mead, “Elementary Ethics,” 226. Mead’s ethics is, then, a scientific attempt to reflect on the practical procedure of solving moral problems, a procedure which lays emphasis on the creativeness of the reconstructive aspect of this problem-solving task. 

A similar claim is made in “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” an article in which, as we have seen in chapter 13, Mead expands his views on the reconstructive nature of moral growth. The problem that Mead wishes to solve is the extent to which it is possible for a moral agent to criticize his own “moral and social order,” i.e., how can one transcend the normative context of his own society? Mead’s argument draws simultaneously from three sources: his understanding of science, his theory of social psychology, and his ideal conception of democracy. Discussing the ethical implications of philanthropy, Mead identifies three distinct stages of moral development: firstly, one finds individual charity; secondly, social work as an organized response of the community to social problems; and thirdly, the stage at which the moral appeal to perform a charitable act is drawn from the “sort of conduct and experience and the sort of selves which society implies though it does not make them possible.”  Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” 144. The importance of this last statement should not be overlooked. What Mead is pointing at is the very solution for the problem of moral reconstruction. A moral agent is able to criticize his own cultural horizon as long as he is able to appeal to an “ideal world that lays claim upon him,” an ideal world, however, that “grows out of this world and its undeniable implications.”  Mead, “Philanthropy from the Point of View of Ethics,” 145. Mead’s discussion of religious or intellectual geniuses, such as Jesus or Socrates, in his 1928 lectures on advanced social psychology is based upon this very same argument. See Mead, MSS, 217. In Mead’s ethics, the conception of a universe of discourse performs the function of providing moral agents with an imaginary context of action in which their conduct can be based on the principles of impartiality, publicity, and reasoned discussion. By confronting their imaginary conduct in this “republic of letters” with their actual conduct, the possibility for self-criticism emerges for these moral agents. This is the reason why social control is ultimately a question of self-criticism – we are able to adopt a critical stance towards our own conduct because we are able to see ourselves from the point of view of everyone else. Also worth noting is the fact that the regulative ideal of Mead’s moral thinking is not a utopian fantasy created by a solitary philosopher. On the contrary, the regulative ideal of a community of rational citizens who solve their problems by the force of the best argument “grows out of this world,” i.e. is a product of our social nature: against the monological character of rationalistic ethics, Mead proposes a dialogical alternative that takes into account the findings of scientific social psychology, namely the social nature of the self.

The radical democratic implication of Mead’s intersubjective ethics is that scientific knowledge should be disseminated throughout all social layers so that every individual citizen can have access, by means of his or her intelligence, to the results of science. The rational communicative basis of Mead’s democratic ideal is clear. All social and political institutions should be permeable to the communicative fluxes coming from an informed citizenry; the necessary and sufficient condition for this to happen is the definition of the rational procedure for attaining agreements through mutual understanding. Science and democracy, sustained by universal education and intelligent social reform, are, in a clear pragmatist fashion, the sources of inspiration for Mead’s proposed solutions for the problems of modern industrial society. Such a position can be found in earlier papers, most notably in the 1915 essay “Natural Rights and the Theory of the Political Institution.”  One of the best discussions of Mead’s conception of rights is Beth Singer, “Mead: The Nature of Rights,” in Classical American Pragmatism, Sandra Rosenthal and others, eds. (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1999). In this article, Mead criticizes what Taylor considers to be the Grotian-Lockean theory of moral order, i.e. the social contract theories of Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau for conceiving of “the individual citizen existing before the community, in the possession of rights which afterwards the society undertakes to protect.”  Mead, “Natural Rights and the Theory of the Political Institution,” Journal of Philosophy 12 (1915), 148. Dewey argues on similar lines when he makes the following remark: “The idea of a natural individual in his isolation possessed of full-fledged wants, of energies to be expended according to his own volition, and of a ready-made faculty of foresight and prudent calculation is as much a fiction in psychology as the doctrine of the individual in possession of antecedent political rights is one in politics,” Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 299. Mead contends that, on the contrary, a phylogenetic theory of the human species shows that the individual citizens are a product of life in society. Political theory should, then, incorporate this scientific fact and elaborate on its democratic implications. In particular, Mead suggests that, in the case of property, there is no “natural right” that a given individual can appeal to if the common good is at stake. In this sense, the “social legislation” that is oriented to the establishment of the social conditions for individual material autonomy is legitimized when it overrules the individual’s abstract right to property. As Mead explains, in this conflict of values what is of importance is that “all the interests which are involved should come to expression,” and, rejecting any revolutionary solution, he adds that “it is of importance that no hasty action should take place.”  Mead, “Natural Rights and the Theory of the Political Institution,” 152. It is in this precise sense that Mead defines democracy as a political regime in which “[r]evolution has been incorporated into the constituted form of government itself.”  Mead, “Natural Rights and the Theory of the Political Institution,” 141. Mead’s response to the modern political problematic lies in a program of radical democratic social reform that rejects both revolutionary and technocratic solutions.

This can be considered one of the central contentions of Mead’s political thought. Both in the 1918 “The Psychology of Punitive Justice” and in the 1925 “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” Mead stresses this same idea. In the first article, Mead ascertains that social and political institutions are defined by reference to this abstract theory of natural rights. “Wherever rights exist,” he explains, “invasion of those rights may be punished, and a definition of these institutions is formulated in protecting the right against trespass.”  Mead, “The Psychology of Punitive Justice,” 589. Rejecting the abstract individualism and negative conception of liberty that are associated with this conception of natural rights, Mead argues for a conception of justice based not on the “attitude of hostility” against the criminal who trespassed our individual rights to property, but based on the friendly attitude that “reveals common, universal values which underlie like a bedrock the divergent structures of individual ends that are mutually closed and hostile to each other.”  Mead, “The Psychology of Punitive Justice,” 591. In the second article, Mead discusses social control from the point of view of the cooperative nature of social life. The community exerts control over its members, Mead contends, to the extent that the latter are able to assume the attitudes of those in the group who happen to be involved with them in their social activities. In this sense, “[d]emocratic government (…) breaks down as a control, and surrenders the government largely to the political machine, whose object more nearly answers to the attitudes of the voters and the non-voters.”  Mead, “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” 275. At this point, the pragmatist criticism of the chasm between formal democracy and “democracy as a way of life” comes to the fore. Like Dewey, Mead is very keen on the idea that such a chasm can only be superseded if we are able to translate, by means of the method of intelligence, “questions of public policy into the immediate problems of the citizens.”  Mead, “Scientific Method and the Moral Sciences,” 245. This is why, for example, Mead saw in the social settlements a scientific way of solving social problems through the attitude of neighborhood shared by social workers and the deprived populations. By conceiving of democracy as an “institutionalized revolution,” Mead is emphasizing not only the gradualist nature of his political creed, but also the logical priority of concrete social democratic practices over abstract legal provisions.

Once again, I would like to stress the importance of the unpublished manuscripts held at the Mead Papers archive. Firstly, Mead’s rejection of technocratic solutions for the problems of increasingly complex and differentiated societies goes hand in hand with his faith in the capacities of an informed public opinion. “Government by experts,” as Mead argues in an unpublished paper on the labor movement during World War I, is founded upon a fundamental fallacy: “The fallacy is the old one that out of mere interest in good government an autocratic power above can govern in the interest of all. On the contrary, the power, prestige, and wealth of the upper cast will inevitably subordinate to themselves the good of the whole community.”  Mead, “On Labor’s Interests in World War I’ (unpublished paper written between 6 April 1917 and 11 November 1918), Addenda, box 2, folder 29, 12-3. Secondly, Mead’s understanding of citizenship, only treated in passing in his published articles and posthumously published books, is the theme of an important unpublished essay.  I refer to “How Can a Sense of Citizenship Be Secured?” (unpublished paper, n.d.), Addenda, box 2, folder 3, 11 p. Probably written during World War I, this essay shows how entangled Mead’s various interests are. For Mead, citizenship is the political correlate of the social nature of the human self. A communicative theory of society, if it wishes to study the political realm, has to analyze the political implications of membership of a community. Mead draws a parallel between the individual’s membership of a social group and of a political community, with the purpose of emphasizing the structural and unconscious nature of these allegiances. His point is that our institutions, such as the family, the school, or the court of justice, change and evolve in ways we are not conscious of, except when they are put into question. In moments of conflict, Mead asserts, the fundamental social values embodied in these institutions are brought to consciousness. In those moments, individuals have to resort to the method of science in order to reconstruct the problematic situation. In his own words,
If we could attack the institution by way of continual reconstruction we would have as real an opportunity of feeling its import as we have of the value of meeting a friend when we reconstruct our program giving up this, that or the other privilege to compass this opportunity. We get hardly more immediate meaning out of the constant process of the evolution of social institutions than we do out of the processes of dialectical changes which take place in our mouths (…) as great laws of speech.  Mead, “How Can a Sense of Citizenship Be Secured?,” 10-1.

This last passage reveals Mead’s willingness, already expressed in his discussion of the various “moods of language,” to connect political and moral theory to an analysis of the human language by means of a communicative theory of society and of the human self. From this perspective, Mead’s political endorsement of radical democratic political solutions of a deliberative kind is of particular relevance. Of course, this is not to say that Mead actually developed a complete account of a deliberative model of democracy. Rather, what I wish to suggest is that his political writings comprise a number of assumptions that escape the traditional dichotomy that separates liberal from republican models of democracy.  I refer to Habermas’s discussion of contemporary deliberative models of democracy in “Three Normative Models of Democracy,” in Democracy and Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the Political, Seyla Benhabib, ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996). His conception of freedom, though only occasionally discussed, is a case in point. We are free, Mead argues, neither because we are able to do what we wish, nor because we are free from any (internal or external) constraints. Rather, freedom is closely related to the moral reconstruction discussed above: “freedom lies definitely in a reconstruction which is not in the nature of a rebellion but in the nature of presenting an order which is more adequate than the order which has been there.” (PA, 663) Since moral growth signifies greater social integration, we are freer not as we get rid of our social ties and live solitary autonomous lives, but, on the contrary, as we consciously exercise our reflexive intelligence as members of the most abstract and democratic community, the “universe of discourse.” 

Though less articulated than Dewey’s, Mead’s pragmatist moral and political thought is, nonetheless, sustained by a conception of science and a theory of social psychology that is unparalleled amongst his contemporaries. This last aspect has been explored with relative success by Axel Honneth, who managed to up-date and complete Hegel’s account of the “struggle for recognition” with the help of Mead’s social psychology.  Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition. The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996).  Although I will expand my views on Honneth’s endeavor in the conclusions, I would like to emphasize at this stage that his postmetaphysical version of the “struggle for recognition” provides further support for my claim regarding the radical democratic and critical nature of Mead’s moral and political thinking. The dialogical and cognitivist nature of Mead’s system of thinking is the key that unlocks the various doors of his intellectual edifice. From a conception of science as a cooperative effort for the mobilization of human intelligence in the resolution of research problems through the definition of a working hypothesis, to a social psychology which aims at exposing the social nature of human consciousness, and from this to a moral and political theory that draws on these two pillars in order to study the “social and moral order” of modern industrial societies, the same regulatory ideal is suggested – that of a rational exchange of arguments having in mind all the relevant facts in order to reach an agreement. The “universe of discourse,” that regulative ideal of a “republic of letters” regulated by the force of the best argument which Mead so enthusiastically endorsed, is indeed an inspiring ideal of his political and moral writings.
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Chapter 16 – Conclusions: Provisional Answers to Inescapable Questions

One can extract two theses: Whatever else they may be, 
modernities in all their variety are responses to the same existential problematic. 
The second: whatever else they may be, modernities in all their variety are precisely those responses that leave the problematic in question intact, that formulate visions of life and practice neither beyond nor in denial of it but rather within it, even in deference to it.

James Faubion on Max Weber’s conception of modernity

If asked to provide a succinct description of the defining features of a modern human being, of what it is that distinguishes us from our traditional or pre-modern predecessors, the chances are that most of us will immediately point out some mixture of autonomy, rationality, freedom, and the like. Such is the power of the liberal “modern social imaginary,” a moral-political worldview first created centuries ago by the pen of a few European philosophers who gradually came to occupy a central position in the very normative fabric of modern societies: it is now extremely hard, not to say impossible, to think without at least a reference to this paradigm. Our answers need to be seen, as Charles Taylor puts it, as “contestable answers to inescapable questions.”  Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self. The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 40. Of course, that Taylor’s monumental answer to this question does not offer a substantial reference to Mead’s work is itself a symptom of the need to expand the influence of the latter’s contributions beyond the realm of sociology and social psychology. And yet Taylor is quite right when he underlines the inescapable character of the questions posed by the modern selfhood problematic. As I tried to show, it is exactly to the fact that the problems of identity formation, as well as the correlated issues of continuity and coherence, are inescapable questions to anyone living in a modern society that we owe the possibility of establishing an enriching dialogue with Mead. We can learn from Mead because the fundamental questions that preoccupied him are very much the same questions that we still struggle with today. In other words, the spirit of “possessive individualism,” to paraphrase C. B. Macpherson’s celebrated notion,  C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke (London: Oxford University Press, 1962). For a historically-minded criticism of the conception of “possessive individualism,” see Quentin Skinner, “The context of Hobbes’s theory of political obligation,” in Maurice Cranston and Richard S. Peters, eds., Rousseau and Hobbes (New York: Doubleday, 1972). was as much one of Mead’s adversaries as it is still today the target of anyone resisting the quasi-natural tale of human progress suggested by liberal rationalism. 
It was around the tension between the dominant liberal paradigm and its alternatives that the critical discourse of modernity, with all its internal diversity, has been developed in every variant of modernity. From the religious reaction to the secular character of liberalism to the humanistic rejection of the excesses of reason, a wide range of critical responses to the dominant liberal paradigm has been produced in the past two centuries, both in Western and non-Western societies. In a way, sociology can be interpreted as a social-scientific attempt at understanding the program of modernity, especially with regard to its cultural, social, and political consequences: while the critical side of this endeavor was inaugurated by Marx and Weber,  Eisenstadt, “Foreword: Some Observations on New Directions in Creative Social Research,” xxi. its defense has been developed chiefly by what I have been calling the “modernist” proposals. In this book, I have suggested that Mead has provided one of the most convincing critical responses to the liberal rationalistic paradigm, especially with reference to the modern selfhood problematic. To Mead and his fellow pragmatists, the instrumentally rational, self-centered and asocial self suggested by possessive individualism was an obstacle to the social reformist efforts to which modern democratic societies should devote themselves. What is more, this atomistic self could not resist scientific scrutiny – it was an abstraction, with no bearing in actual historical evolution, created for ideological purposes. 

As I have tried to show, Mead’s answers to the various problematics of modernity were produced in the context of one of its variants, in a specific historical period. In my view, there is no contradiction between a careful historical reconstruction of an author’s work, such as the one I have tried to provide in this book, and a theoretical re-examination of the fundamental issues it dealt with. On the contrary, the latter can be used to guide and clarify the former, i.e. the identification of the fundamental questions that Mead struggled with during his career is an indispensable element of interpretation of his work. Moreover, it provides us with a broad conceptual framework in which we can locate with precision Mead’s relative positioning in the debate on modernity. Social modern imaginaries, the modern central problematics, the various variants of modernity are all to be seen as conceptual tools that enable us to establish the terms of a meaningful dialogue with one of the founding fathers of sociology. 

I introduced the architectonic metaphor of an intellectual building sustained upon three pillars, each one related to the other two in a systematic fashion, with the purpose of showing how misleading it can be to take Mind, Self and Society as Mead’s magnum opus. Very much to the contrary, I argue, that particular set of lecture transcripts provides access to only a fragment of Mead’s intellectual production. Mead’s enterprise was an ambitious one, both in scope and complexity. From a theory of human phylogenesis and ontogenesis to an analysis of language as a medium of communication and social coordination, from his writings on the history of science to his theory of the act and his philosophy of the present, from his radical theory of democracy to his ethical theory oriented to the resolution of moral problems, Mead’s oeuvre emerges, in the light of my interpretation, as a seminal response to three of the central modern problematics. On a methodological level, I have maintained that the relation between current practitioners and the classic figures of their disciplines should be of a dialogical nature. This is why I believe it necessary to reconstruct in a historically-minded fashion the past contributions of the social and human sciences if meaningful dialogue is to take place. By offering an interpretation of his system of thought based on the largest amount of textual evidence possible, my aim was to provide a re-examination of his social and political thinking that is, in itself, a theoretical resource for contemporary social and political theorists. To some extent, this goal is consonant with my aim of contributing to the dialogical interplay between competing social and political theoretical proposals. Mutual understanding between contemporary theoretical models can be improved, even if only marginally, if the basis of our dialogue is not a set of concepts reconstructed according to each theorist’s present needs, but a conceptual apparatus reconstructed with the purpose of attaining historical accuracy. Such is the goal of my proposal for a “dialogical pluralist” methodological approach. 

The way I conceive of the intertwining of theory building and the history of theory should be clear by now. Consider how the structure of this book was designed. My aim is that it mirrors the very structure of Mead’s thinking. The logical order of priority between the various pillars has been respected, as well as both their genetic development and their systematic interrelations. As the book unfolds, one can see Mead’s system of thinking evolving in the pursuit of a consistent alternative to the dominant modernist paradigm in the fields of science, social psychology, and politics and morals. While attention to the relevant contexts of production of Mead’s work permits one to recognize that Mead, very much like other first-generation theorists, had a strong faith in science and modernity and, consequently, in enlightened social reform, taking into account the general problematics of modernity allows one to make sense of Mead’s relative position in the history of sociological ideas and, in particular, the debate on modernity. From this perspective, the First World War is a crucial episode in Mead’s biography for it signifies the end of that optimism and brings the Western variant of modernity to its first crisis. Like all other episodes in Mead’s life, their significance can only be truly grasped against the background of the relevant problematics – science, social psychology and politics come together as different yet closely related components of Mead’s response to the challenges of “modern times,” to use Hegel’s expression. 

I would now like to conclude with some remarks on the ways in which Mead’s political and ethical proposals can benefit contemporary theory construction. To begin with, Mead’s insistence on an informed public opinion as the ultimate bearer of legitimacy in constitutional democracies is sustained upon a communicative social theoretical basis. Another important feature of Mead’s political and moral thought concerns his attempt to apply the method of science to the resolution of social and political problems. This link between science and democracy is, I contend, one of the most enduring legacies of the pragmatists’ political thought, and of Mead’s radical democratic political theory in particular. From this point of view, science and democracy are the two missing elements from the usual line of argument that supports Mead’s inclusion in the sociological canon. As we have just seen in the previous chapter, Mead’s deliberative theory of democracy places its faith not on the skills of the professional party members, but on the wisdom of the informed laymen. Mead’s model of democracy is not centered on the state; on the contrary, it presupposes a pluralistic and decentralized set of political institutions of which the state is simply the one operating at the national level. Below the state, there are the municipal authorities, whose importance Mead never ceased to emphasize, and above the state there should be an international institutional body able to arbitrate and settle the conflicts between national states. At each level, the existence of an active public sphere is of pivotal importance: the denser the communicative network between the individual members, the more democratic and effective the influence of that sphere of political activity. It is in such an “informed citizenry” that Mead finds the ultimate source of legitimacy of a constitutional democratic regime. When Mead speaks of “institutionalized revolution,” he is drawing the borders between the piecemeal reformism of the pragmatists and the revolutionary means of the socialists. Living at a time which would be later known as the Progressive Era, Mead embodied some of the intellectual traits of his generation. What Mead saw as the distinctive feature of the philosophical work of his friend Dewey,  See Mead, ‘The Philosophies of Royce, James, and Dewey in Their American Setting,” International Journal of Ethics 40 (1930), 231. T. V. Smith, in accordance with my interpretation, identifies as the motto of Mead’s own social philosophy – “amelioration through understanding.”  T. V. Smith, “The Social Philosophy of George Herbert Mead,” American Journal of Sociology 37, no. 3 (1931), 369. 

Let us now elaborate a little further on Smith’s happy formulation. Mead’s social reformism, as I have tried to show, is based upon his scientific social psychology, whose central conceptual tool is the mechanism of “taking the attitude of the other.” To “understand,” in Mead’s view, means to be able to put oneself in another’s shoes; hence, to “ameliorate society through understanding” means to be able to creatively reconstruct the social and cultural setting in which one lives by assuming the attitude of the “generalized other.” Social criticism is, from this point of view, not only something legitimate for citizens to undertake, but is also and fundamentally a major source of social progress and change. A consistent criticism of our own social and cultural horizon presupposes, therefore, a communicative type of rationality that implies an ideal set of claims. As Mead puts it in 1930, “these larger patterns afford a basis for the criticism of existing conditions and in an even unconscious way tend to realize themselves in social conduct.”  Mead, “Cooley’s Contribution to American Social Thought,” 705-6.  Social reconstruction is, then, the route open to everyone willing to apply the scientific method to moral and social problems. Science’s practice of rational exchange of arguments between equals, in which all facts must be taken into consideration and subjected to empirical testing, and in which every solution is inescapably provisional, is the model upon which Mead draws to conceive of democracy. The cognitive and linguistic nature of Mead’s conception of democratic politics provides compelling evidence in support of this thesis. If “science and democracy” is a common theme amongst classical pragmatists, it is to Mead that we owe the only communicative social theory that systematically connects science’s problem-solving nature to democracy’s deliberative character by means of social psychology that establishes the social nature of the human self. The ideal of a “republic of letters,” a radical democratic community in which violence and coercion have been rejected in favor of the force of the best argument, was indeed a life-long inspiration for Mead.

Of course, as with any other ideal, this regulative notion of a “republic of letters” has a dual character: on the one hand, it refers to the concrete historical experience of the literate elites of seventeenth-century Europe; on the other hand, it constitutes a normative ideal that transcends the boundaries of historical experience and is able to inspire the conduct of latter generations. To put it somewhat differently, the contributions that have originated within the confines of one determinate variant of modernity, at some point in time, can be made use of by individuals located in that or some other variant of modernity, at a later date. As I have tried to demonstrate, I believe that this is a more accurate and fruitful way of interpreting Mead’s contributions to the sociological debate on modernity than Habermas’s modernist reading. There are several reasons in support of this claim of mine. Not only is Habermas’s “fetishizing” conception of an “unfinished project of modernity” insensitive to the internal diversity of that project (actually, the very usage of the notion of “project” to refer to modernity is problematic), but it is a particularly inadequate framework in the context of our globalized world. If anything, what we have been experiencing since the last decades of the twentieth century provides ample evidence of the limitations of self-centric cultural conceptions, “Eurocentrism” being one of the most influent and pervasive. Instead of the monologue suggested by Habermas, in which Mead’s voice appears as the bearer of the crucial innovation responsible for the paradigmatic shift from instrumental to communicative action, I propose a dialogical approach to the history of ideas so that we can learn from Mead how to respond to the combined challenges of the modern problematics of science, selfhood, and democratic politics. 

A better illustration of what I have in mind is Honneth’s appropriation of Mead to supplement and correct Hegel’s model of the struggle for recognition. This is not to say that I do not have reservations concerning Honneth’s interpretation.  For a critical appreciation of Honneth’s appropriation of Mead, see my G. H. Mead. A Critical Introduction, chapter 7. But what I wish to underline here is that the use of Mead’s ideas made by Honneth, a former student of Habermas and the most recent “leader” of the Frankfurt School, is an excellent example of the extent to which contemporary social and political theorists can still benefit from a meaningful dialogue with Mead. The conditions for such a dialogue were laid down above: our own research problems will benefit the most from such a dialogue if we complement a non-presentist study of Mead’s words with the general problematics it was concerned with. Honneth’s project seems to be consistent with this thesis. His starting question is simple: “What explains the emergence of social conflicts?” The usual answer, based upon the “socio-ontological premise” of “individual self-preservation”  Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 10. See also his Disrespect. The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007; originally published in 2000). shared by the utilitarian rationalistic doctrine founded by Hobbes and Machiavelli and still pursued today by mainstream rational choice theorists, points to self-interested motives: conflicts arise because individuals have conflicting interests, a too “thin” explanation for the “thick” issues of identity, allegiance, and citizenship. Honneth’s route is different. He follows Hegel, and most importantly for our purposes, Mead’s intersubjectivist conception of the self. Drawing on these authors’ critical responses to the problematics of modernity, Honneth is able to devise an alternative to the utilitarian perspective according to which social conflicts arise to a large extent from experiences of disrespect on the part of the individuals in question. How do people come to experience such types of disrespect and enter in conflict with each other because of them? In Honneth’s view, this happens because individuals can have undistorted relations with themselves only if three forms of recognition occur: love, rights, and esteem. If these forms of recognition are not respected, then a feeling of disrespect emerges, potentially leading to social strife. This is the chief insight of one of the latest and most promising normative social theories oriented to the challenges of the politics of identity raised by our increasingly multicultural societies, at least outside the atomistic tradition that goes back to Descartes, Hobbes, and Machiavelli.

Although Honneth’s deeply original reconstruction of Hegel’s model of the struggle for recognition and his innovative appropriation of Mead’s social psychology triggered a lively debate that deserves attention,  For a critical comment on Honneth’s “liberal vs. communitarians” grid of interpretation when applied to Mead’s work, see Filipe Carreira da Silva, Virtude e Democracia. Um Estudo sobre Ideias Republicanas (Lisboa: Imprensa de Ciências Sociais, 2004). There is also a Spanish translation of this book: Virtud y Democracia (Buenos Aires: Miño y D’Ávila Editores, 2008). what I wish to call to my readers’ attention at this point is the extent to which Honneth’s project seems to illustrate my argument. Making use of the crucial responses of Hegel and Mead to the central problematics of the Western variant of modernity, Honneth proposes his own critical response to the dominant utilitarian tradition of modern social philosophy. Unlike that of Habermas, Honneth’s critical proposal does not rely upon a fetishizing conception of modernity and a subsequent modernist interpretive framework. In my view, Honneth’s perspective possesses a genuine transcultural character. I refer specifically to his insight that the struggles for recognition that have dominated the political agenda in the last few decades should not be seen as motivated by self-interest (as suggested by the Hobbesian state of nature), but instead as attempts on the part of social actors to establish patterns of reciprocal recognition. In addition, by siding Mead with Hegel in order to devise a critical alternative to the dominant atomistic model of the self suggested by liberal rationalism, Honneth shows sensitiveness to Mead’s relative positioning in this debate. 

This last aspect is particularly important as it ties in closely with my answer to the question – “How should one interpret Mead?” As this books tries to demonstrate, the answer to that question lies in combining a detailed contextually-sensitive study of Mead’s words and actions with the general issues from which the meaning of his work ultimately derives. While Mead’s personal biography and the historical context of Chicago and America as a whole during the years of the “Progressive Era,” as well as the various intellectual circles in which he was involved, provide indispensable elements for shedding light on his actions, the fact remains that without a careful reconstruction of the theoretical debates and general problematics to which he responded one cannot expect to achieve a satisfactory interpretation of his thinking. In other words, a fuller understanding of Mead’s work is attained when one combines a historically-minded methodology with an analysis of the general theoretical issues that preoccupied him – only in this way can we aim at disclosing both the nature and relevance of his thinking. It is my contention that Mead’s work is to be seen as a critical response to certain central modern problematics, so much so that its internal structure mirrors these general problematics. I hope that my reconstruction of Mead provides ample evidence of why this is so. The continuing relevance of Mead’s work is demonstrated by the impact of his ideas upon several generations of authors, from both sides of the Atlantic and increasingly from other parts of the world. I believe Honneth’s original appropriation of Mead’s ideas illustrates their relevance for today’s social theory. At the heart of my proposed dialogical pluralism is the insight that theory building and the history of theory are closely related intellectual modes. Faced with the “inescapable questions” our condition as moderns imposes on us, we should strive to reconcile the most accomplished responses provided by our predecessors with our own responses to common yet ever-shifting problematics. Such would amount to a meaningful dialogue with all those in similar circumstances, including those who are no longer with us. 
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