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Chapter 1
Social and Individual Aspects of Mind

MIND AN ORGANIC WHOLE—CONSCIOUS AND UNCONSCIOUS
RELATIONS—DOES SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS COME FIRST? COGITO,
ERGO SUM—THE LARGER INTROSPECTION—SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS
IN CHILDREN—PUBLIC CONSCIOUSNESS.

MIND is an organic whole made up of cooperating individualities,
in somewhat the same way that the music of an orchestra is made up of
divergent but related sounds. No one would think it necessary or rea-
sonable to divide the music into two kinds, that made by the whole and
that of particular instruments, and no more are there two kinds of
mind, the social mind and the individual mind. When we study the social
mind we merely fix our attention on larger aspects and relations rather
than on the narrower ones of ordinary psychology.

The view that all mind acts together in a vital whole from which
the individual is never really separate flows naturally from our growing
knowledge of heredity and suggestion, which makes it increasingly clear

that every thought we have is linked with the thought of our ancestors
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and associates, and through them with that of society at large. It is also
the only view consistent with the general standpoint of modern science,
which admits nothing isolate in nature.

The unity of the social mind consists not in agreement but in or-
ganization, in the fact of reciprocal influence or causation among its
parts, by virtue of which everything that takes place in it is connected
with everything else,and so is an outcome of the whole. Whether, like
the orchestra, it gives forth harmony may be a matter of dispute, but
that its sound, pleasing or otherwise, is the expression of a vital cooper-
ation, cannot well be denied. Certainly everything that I say or think is
influenced by what others have said or thought, and, in one way or an-
other, sends out an influence of its own in turn.

This differentiated unity of mental or social life, present in the sim-
plest intercourse but capable of infinite growth and adaptation, is what I
mean in this work by social organization. It would be useless, I think, to
attempt a more elaborate definition. We have only to open our eyes to
see organization;and if we cannot do that no definition will help us.

In the social mind we may distinguish—very roughly of course—
conscious and unconscious relations, the unconscious being those of
which we are not aware, which for some reason escape our notice. A
great part of the influences at work upon us are of this character: our
language, our mechanical arts, our government and other institutions,
we derive chiefly from people to whom we are but indirectly and uncon-
sciously related. The larger movements of society—the progress and
decadence of nations, institutions and races—have seldom been a matter
of consciousness until they were past. And although the growth of so-
cial consciousness is perhaps the greatest fact of history,it has still but
a narrow and fallible grasp of human life.

Social consciousness, or awareness of society, is inseparable from
self-consciousness, because we can hardly think of ourselves excepting
with reference to a social group of some sort, or of the group except

with reference to ourselves. The two things go together, and what we
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are really aware of is a more or less complex personal or social whole, of
which now the particular,now the general, aspect is emphasized.

In general, then, most of our reflective consciousness, of our wide-
awake state of mind, is social consciousness, because a sense of our rela-
tion to other persons,or of other persons to one another, can hardly fail
to be a part of it. Self and society are twin-born, we know one as imme-
diately as we know the other, and the notion of a separate and independ-
ent ego is an illusion.

This view, which seems to me quite simple and in accord with com-
mon-sense, is not the one most commonly held, for psychologists and e-
ven sociologists are still much infected with the idea that self-conscious-
ness is in some way primary, and antecedent to social consciousness,
which must be derived by some recondite process of combination or
elimination. I venture, therefore, to give some further exposition of it,
based in part on first hand observation of the growth of social ideas in
children.

Descartes is, 1 suppose, the best-known exponent of the traditional
view regarding the primacy of self-consciousness. Seeking an unques-
tionable basis for philosophy, he thought that he found it in the proposi-
tion“I think, therefore 1 am” (cogito,ergo sum). This seemed to him inevita-
ble, though all else might be illusion. “ I observed,”he says, “that, whilst I
thus wished to think that all was false, it was absolutely necessary that I,
who thus thought, should be somewhat;and as I observed that this truth, I
think ,hence I am ,was so certain and of such evidence that no ground of
doubt, however extravagant, could be alleged by the sceptics capable of sha-
king it, I concluded that T might, without scruple, accept it as the first princi-
ple of the philosophy of which I was in search. "'V

From our point of view this reasoning is unsatisfactory in two essential
respects. In the first place it seems to imply that“I”-consciousness is a part
of all consciousness, when, in fact, it belongs only to a rather advanced stage
of development. In the second it is one-sided or“individualistic”in asserting

the personal or“I”aspect to the exclusion of the social or“we”aspect, which
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is equally original with it.

Introspection is essential to psychological or social insight, but the
introspection of Descartes was, in this instance,a limited, almost abnor-
mal, sort of introspection—that of a self-absorbed philosopher doing his
best to isolate himself from other people and from all simple and natural
conditions of life. The mind into which he looked was in a highly techni-
cal state,not likely to give him a just view of human consciousness in
general.

Introspection is of a larger sort in our day. There is a world of
things in the mind worth looking at, and the modern psychologist, in-
stead of fixing his attention wholly on an extreme form of speculative
self-consciousness, puts his mind through an infinite variety of experi-
ences, intellectual and emotional, simple and complex, normal and ab-
normal, sociable and private, recording in each case what he sees in it.
He does this by subjecting it to suggestions or incitements of various
kinds, which awaken the activities he desires to study.

In particular he does it largely by what may be called sympathetic
introspection , putting himself into intimate contact with various sorts of
persons and allowing them to awake in himself a life similar to their
own, which he afterwards, to the best of his ability, recalls and de-
scribes. In this way he is more or less able to understand—always by
introspection—children, idiots, criminals, rich and poor, conservative
and radical—any phase of human nature not wholly alien to his own.

This I conceive to be the principal method of the social psychologist.

One thing which this broader introspection reveals is that the® 1 ”-
consciousness does not explicitly appear until the child is, say, about
two years old, and that when it does appear it comes in inseparable con-
junction with the consciousness of other persons and of those relations
which make up a social group. It is in fact simply one phase of a body of
personal thought which is self-consciousness in one aspect and social
consciousness in another.

The mental experience of a newborn child is probably a mere
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stream of impressions, which may be regarded as being individual, in be-
ing differentiated from any other stream, or as social, in being an un-
doubted product of inheritance and suggestion from human life at large;
but is not aware either of itself or of society.

Very soon, however, the mind begins to discriminate personal im-
pressions and to become both naively self-conscious and naively con-
scious of society;that is, the child is aware,in an unreflective way, of a
group and of his own special relation to it. He does not say*“1”nor does
he name his mother, his sister or his nurse, but he has images and feel-
ings out of which these ideas will grow. Later comes the more reflective
consciousness which names both himself and other people,and brings a
fuller perception of the relations which constitute the unity of this small
world. *!

And so on to the most elaborate phases of self-consciousness and
social consciousness, to the metaphysician pondering the Ego,or the so-
ciologist meditating on the Social Organism. Self and society go togeth-
er,as phases of a common whole. | am aware of the social groups in
which I live as immediately and authentically as I am aware of myself;
and Descartes might have said “We think,” cogitamus, on as good
grounds as he said cogito.

But, it may be said, this very consciousness that you are consider-
ing is after all located in a particular person,and so are all similar con-
sciousnesses, so that what we see, if we take an objective view of the
matter,is merely an aggregate of individuals, however social those individ
uals may be. Commonsense, most people think, assures us that the separate
person is the primary fact of life.

If so,is it not because common-sense has been trained by custom to
look at one aspect of things and not another? Commonsense, moderately in-
formed, assures us that the individual has his being only as part of a whole.
What does not come by heredity comes by communication and intercourse;
and the more closely we look the more apparent it is that separateness is an

illusion of the eye and community the inner truth. “ Social organism, " using
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the term in no abstruse sense but merely to mean a vital unity in human
life,is a fact as obvious to enlightened commonsense as individuality.

I do not question that the individual is a differentiated centre of
psychical life, having a world of his own into which no other individual
can fully enter;living in a stream of thought in which there is nothing
quite like that in any other stream, neither his“I, ”nor his“you, "nor his
“we, "nor even any material object;all, probably,as they exist for him,
have something unique about them. But this uniqueness is no more ap-
parent and verifiable than the fact—not at all inconsistent with it—that
he is in the fullest sense member of a whole, appearing such not only to
scientific observation but also to his own untrained consciousness.

There is then no mystery about social consciousness. The view that
there is something recondite about it and that it must be dug for with
metaphysics and drawn forth from the depths of speculation, springs
from a failure to grasp adequately the social nature of all higher con-
sciousness. What we need in this connection is only a better seeing and
understanding of rather ordinary and familiar facts.

We may view social consciousness either in a particular mind or as
a cooperative activity of many minds. The social ideas that 1 have are
closely connected with those that other people have, and act and react
upon them to form a whole. This gives us public consciousness, or to
use a more familiar term, public opinion, in the broad sense of a group
state of mind which is more or less distinctly aware of itself. By this last
phrase I mean such a mutual understanding of one another’s points of
view on the part of the individuals or groups concerned as naturally re-
sults from discussion. There are all degrees of this awareness in the va-
rious individuals. Generally speaking, it never embraces the whole in all
its complexity, but almost always some of the relations that enter into
the whole. The more intimate the communication of a group the more
complete, the more thoroughly knit together into a living whole, is its
public consciousness.

In a congenial family life, for example, there may be a public con-
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sciousness which brings all the important thoughts and feelings of the
members into such a living and cooperative whole. In the mind of each
member, also, this same thing exists as a social consciousness embra-
cing a vivid sense of the personal traits and modes of thought and feel-
ing of the other members. And, finally, quite inseparable from all this, is
each one’s consciousness of himself, which is largely a direct reflection
of the ideas about himself he attributes to the others,and is directly or
indirectly altogether a product of social life. Thus all consciousness
hangs together,and the distinctions are chiefly based on point of view.

The unity of public opinion, like all vital unity, is one not of agree-
ment but of organization, of interaction and mutual influence. It is true
that a certain underlying likeness of nature is necessary in order that
minds may influence one another and so cooperate in forming a vital
whole, but identity, even in the simplest process, is unnecessary and
probably impossible. The consciousness of the American House of Rep-
resentatives, for example,is by no means limited to the common views,
if there are any, shared by its members, but embraces the whole con-
sciousness of every member so far as this deals with the activity of the
House. It would be a poor conception of the whole which left out the
opposition,or even one dissentient individual. That all minds are differ-
ent is a condition, not an obstacle, to the unity that consists in a differ-
entiated and cooperative life.

Here is another illustration of what is meant by individual and col-
lective aspects of social consciousness. Some of us possess a good many
books relating to social questions of the day. Each of these books, con-
sidered by itself,is the expression of a particular social consciousness;
the author has cleared up his ideas as well as he can and printed them.
But a library of such books expresses social consciousness in a larger
sense; it speaks for the epoch. And certainly no one who reads the
books will doubt that they form a whole, whatever their differences.
The radical and the reactionist are clearly part of the same general situ-

ation.
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