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Introduction


THE ESSAYS brought together in this collection go back a little over ten years. At the suggestion of several colleagues, I have included “The Superego and the Theory of Social Systems,” which is the oldest of the essays. This article seems to form a generally appropriate point of departure for the lines of thought which run through the whole collection; namely, the problem of theoretical formulation of the relations between the social system and the personality of the individual. These relations are seen not only in cross-sectional terms but also in terms of their bearing on the developmental pattern of the personality through the various phases of the life cycle, and in terms of their relation both to stable adjustments and to the pathologies of illness.1

This opening essay sounds the keynote of the author’s concern, from his perspective as a sociologist, with the relevance of the psychoanalytic theory of personality for the integration of sociology with psychology, and with particular reference to the problem of the relation between motivation to performance in social roles and the control of that performance through normative mechanisms. Basically this problem, in different ramifications and stages of its development, dominates all five essays in Part One of this collection, entitled Theoretical Perspectives. These five papers are presented in the chronological order of their writing, and trace in sequence the development of a series of theoretical problems and approaches to their possible solution.

The first two essays in the present collection were written immediately following the two important publications, Toward a General Theory of Action (with Shils, Tolman, and others) and The Social System, both of which were published in the fall of 1951; the first essay, as noted, was included in Working Papers in the Theory of Action (in collaboration with Bales and Shils) in 1953. This was a period of general theoretical effervescence. My work on The Social System, profiting directly from collaboration with Shils, Tolman, and others, and by extensive discussions with Bales, had opened up what seemed to me to be new perspectives on the relations between the social system and the personality of the individual.2 Chapter 1 was an attempt to reconsider the nature and significance of Freud’s own contribution to the theoretical integration of personality and social system. It took as its point of departure the immense importance of the convergence between Freud and Durkheim with respect to the internalization of normative culture in the personality of the individual.3 The essay was thus an attempt to define further, in their relation to the more technical terms of Freud’s own theory, a set of insights which had been arrived at in the course of some very general theoretical work. Above all, it presented the first main statement of what is to me the very important view that the internalization of culture could not, in Freudian terms, be confined to the superego, but must also be extended to all the structural subsystems of the personality as these were delineated in Freud’s later theory. The culmination of this line of thought will be found in Chapters 4 and 5 of the present collection, which were written some five to eight years later.

The second essay on “The Father Symbol” was an attempt to follow up the ramifications of this general line of thought in another way, by taking a theme which was obviously central to psychoanalytic theory and approaching the questions of its importance in the cultural and societal areas rather than in the strictly psychological one alone. In an important sense this, like the other essays in Part One, is an expression of the “sociologist’s protest” against the biologizing of Freud’s theory, which in this instance would contend that the father as symbol was a simple expression of the biological reality of male parenthood. The emphasis was on social structure, and in particular on the significance of the father as the most important point of articulation between the family and the occupational organization of the larger society. Reconsidering this essay, I am struck by the bare mention of the religious usage of the father symbol, as in the concept of “God the Father,” and hence by the rich opportunities for further analytical work at this level, which were not exploited.4

In terms of content and interest Chapter 3 on the “Incest Taboo” was closely associated with my next major publication, the book written in collaboration with Bales and others, Family, Socialization and Interaction Process published in 1955. The perspective of this book was dominated by the conviction that, with very marginal and on the whole minimal exceptions, the nuclear family should be considered as a universal feature of human societies. This view was suggested and confirmed in structural terms by evidence from two main sources, namely the comparative survey carried out by Zelditch (Chapter VI) and the insight that the basic structure of the nuclear family, including above all a coalition between an instrumental and an expressive leader, belonged to a generic type of structure of small groups. This was shown by the development of role differentiation in small groups set up within the laboratory; here the study of Bales and Slater (Chapter V) and previous studies by Bales and his associates (notably Chapter IV of Working Papers) provided the main insight.

It then seemed possible to fit Freud’s stages of psychosexual development (through the oedipal stage) into an account of the stages of incorporation of the child into this structure of the nuclear family, starting with oral dependency in relation to the mother, moving on to the “phallic” or “love dependency” phase of early instrumental learning, and into the oedipal crisis in its relation to the internalization of sex-role and the superego. Finally, there was an attempt to give a considerably more circumstantial account of the interaction processes which went on within this structural framework, taking many cues not only from psychoanalytic theory but also from what had come to be known of the phases of process in small groups, and through relation to the work of James Olds (Chapter 4) some of the more strictly psychological mechanisms involved.

The third essay in this collection is an important by-product of this concern with family structure and socialization.5 The incest taboo had been a focus of attention on the part of social anthropologists for a long time, and it clearly involved all the major concerns of the work on Family and Socialization. These included the universality of the nuclear family, the basic constancy of its fundamental role structure—that of the four role-types differentiated on the hierarchical axis of generation—and the qualitative one of sex. It clearly involved the relation of this role structure to the Freudian conception of the stages of psychosexual development and, in turn, the role of eroticism in it. In short it attempted to show how a variety of types of empirical evidence and theoretical analysis which had been recently developing could be brought to bear on a very old, indeed “classic,” problem of comparative anthropology.

The last two papers in Part One belong to a somewhat later period.6 Chapter 4, “Social Structure and the Development of Personality,” is more in the nature of a culminating statement of the themes which operated in the first three papers in this collection and in the book on family and socialization, with special reference to their bearing on the relations between psychoanalytic psychology and sociology. It introduces the idea that Freud’s concept of “the reality principle,” as used in his later theory, referred mainly to what he called “object relations” and hence to the social environment of the personality. Second, my interpretation of the concept of identification has accordingly been modified by laying special emphasis on the incorporation of the individual through socialization into the status of membership in collectivities. This perspective seemed to make possible a clearer account of the relations between cathexis and identification. The third closely related innovation was the elaboration of the view that the Freudian conception of internalization could not be confined to the superego; indeed not only was it central to the conception of the ego, as Freud himself made clear, but it must also include the id, as the precipitate of pre-oedipal object relations.

Chapter 5, “Some Reflections on the Problem of Psychosomatic Relationships in Health and Illness,” on the other hand, in its main theoretical focus, attempts to open up an essentially new field, in which the earlier psychosocial reference points were rooted, through a concern with the nature of erotic pleasure as Freud had used this concept. That it could not be a phenomenon of “instinct” in the older biopsychological sense, but must be in some sense a generalized mechanism of motivational operation in complex action systems, had already been made clear in the discussion of its place in the incest complex. The conviction of the importance of this view was strongly reinforced from two apparently disparate sources.

One was the return of my interests to problems of larger-scale social systems generally and their economic aspects in particular. In this connection I had become concerned with a more specific analysis than before of the properties of money as a generalized medium facilitating certain modes of social interaction in complex systems—which was eventually documented in the book Economy and Society (with Neil J. Smelser), 1956. It seemed that erotic pleasure in the Freudian sense belonged in the same category of phenomena. The other was suggested by the work of my previous associate, James Olds, who had entered the field of study of the neurophysiological mechanisms of behavior, and had established his discovery of the “reward center” in the brain of the rat.7 Olds’ conception of the nature of reward mechanisms which underlay this combination of neurological and behavioral evidence was very close to my own conception both of the way money operates in the case of market systems and of the way erotic pleasure operates in the socialization process.

Chapter 5 is an attempt to sketch out a conception of the generalized mechanism in this sense as a major feature not only of action systems but also of all living systems. In any case, there seemed to be a continuum from human language and a variety of more specialized mechanisms operating at the macrosocial level, notably money and power in the political sense at one pole,8 to mechanisms with primary reference to personalities, including affect in the Freudian sense and erotic pleasure, and finally, at the other pole, pleasure at the level of control of the locomotive behavior of the rat.9 This essay attempts to formulate the idea that a hierarchy of mechanisms of this sort must be involved in the understanding of psychosomatic illness, as phenomena of the “control” of organic processes operating from the level of the personality and the most immediately related layers of the functioning of the organism. Its highly theoretical and speculative nature makes the placing of this essay in Part One, Theoretical Perspectives, more appropriate than in Part Three, Health and Illness. It points, however, to the problem areas dealt with there.

Part One is perhaps more concerned with personality and social structure whereas, with the transition to Part Two, the emphasis shifts the other way to social structure and personality. In terms of the author’s personal concerns this is appropriate, in that none of the essays in either Parts Two or Three was written before 1958, at a time when his interests were quite clearly concentrated in the social system and its cultural boundaries, rather than in the personality system. Nevertheless, the concern with interrelations between social and personal continued to be of prime importance.

It was a major theme of Part One that the rootedness of the personality in the social system of the nuclear family was only part of a larger picture, the rest of which involved the larger-scale structures of complex societies. Furthermore, these larger structures (such as bureaucratic organizations as settings for occupational roles) could not possibly be interpreted as significant primarily because of their direct services to the personality of the individual. The fact that nuclear families in the nature of the case could not function as independent societies was stressed again and again, notably in Chapter Three on the “Incest Taboo.”

The four essays of Part Two take up explicitly some problems of the relation of the personality of the individual to the social structure outside the context of the family, without special reference to problems of malintegration between the two, which is the subject matter of Part Three. The essays in Part Two are appropriately organized in the first instance around the life cycle past the oedipal period, discussion of pre-oedipal phases having been included in Part One.

Any good sociologist would, I think, consider the relation between personality and social structure in the perspective of the life cycle as necessarily including a series of stages of socialization, not excepting the latest phase, the “aging” process. The first three papers of Part Two concern mainly phases of the cycle preceding the assumption of fully adult roles, whereas the fourth concerns the last major phase of the cycle, that of old age.

This leaves an important gap which unfortunately has not been adequately filled in my own work, though more of it is handled in Chapter 8 than in any other in this collection. Two themes which would very much merit attention within this gap are, first, the processes of socialization which are attendant on stages in careers in the occupational world. However important it is for a young man to become independently established in a job, the changes which are likely to occur between that time and the approach of retirement are likely to be profound—the more so the higher level the occupational status.

The other particularly important theme is the socialization process which occurs within the nuclear family, but this time with attention centered on the married couple in relation to each other and to their children. Emphasis is put on such topics as the impact of the first stages of parenthood, especially if it comes some time after marriage, the changes attendant on the growing up of children, and the transitions to the stage of the “empty nest” and to grandparenthood.

This second theme may be said to be a neglected field in a rather general sense; it is dealt with mainly in connection with problems of pathology rather than in a perspective of “normal development.” The former theme on the other hand may be said to have been lost between two disciplines. The sociologist tends to deal with occupational roles in the context of their functional significance in employing organizations rather than their place in the total personality system of the individual; whereas the psychologist’s attention is not often sharply focused on the structure of social situations.

Chapter 6,10 “The School Class as a Social System,” is a direct extension of the theoretical concerns of the essays in Part One. The primary focus is the drastic structural difference between the family and the school as socializing agencies and the relation of this difference to the importance of universalistic norms in modern society and to the stress on achievement as evaluated by such norms. This, of course, contrasts strikingly with the particularistic and ascriptive emphases of the normative context of socialization within the family.11

It is here that a very important extension of the theme of sex-role ascription emerges. Sex-role, the determination of which is deeply involved in the incest taboo, constitutes a basic axis of the differentiation of status within the society. In the school, however, children not only are taught but they are differentiated in status in respects which fundamentally influence their life-chances to the extent that the status system itself permits mobility. Perhaps the most important element of the macrosocial context of this analysis was the evidence that the child’s school record in elementary school was the most important single predictor (especially for boys) of probable future occupational status. The school system thus operates as a critically important selective mechanism with respect to the placing of individuals in the social structure as well as a mechanism of socialization in the sense of inducing change in the personality structure of the individual.

This consideration introduces a major complicating dimension for the theoretical treatment of personality and social system as these were considered at the level of Part One; namely, that it is no longer a matter only of the interdependence of ascriptively bound role-expectations and motivations to performance, but also of selection and allocation of persons-in-roles in a ramified role-system. Services of persons become mobile resources among which selective choice is possible and conversely the social environment becomes a manifold of alternative opportunities (or hazards) from the point of view of the “status seeking” individual.12

Seen in this context, the school class is the primary socializing system for the latency phase of development in our type of society; it takes over from the primary role of the family in the oedipal phase. I think it has been possible to demonstrate the essential differences which enable the school not only to be the agent of internalization of achievement motivation but also to select individuals for future achieved statuses on the basis of differential performance.

The very brief treatment of secondary education in Chapter 6 leads into the subject matter of Chapter 7, “Youth in the Context of American Society.”13 It is an attempt to reconsider the general problem of the place of youth culture in the structure of our society, including the modifications in theory which would need to be made in the light both of social changes and of advances in theoretical insight since previous attempts in this field.14

Chapter 8 is placed after the paper on youth because it deals with a rather broader range of problems. It was written in collaboration with Winston White for the volume Culture and Social Character15 which dealt with the work of David Riesman. It takes Riesman’s major theme of the relation between character and society and, after outlining our understanding of Riesman’s position, sets forth our alternative to it. In order to do this, it was necessary to outline a rather extensive range of topics, starting with our understanding of the main outline of the American value system, and the nature of the processes of structural change in American society which have been occuring—notably differentiation and what we called normative upgrading. We then discussed the major contexts in which the individual is most closely involved with social situations such as occupational roles, education, the family, the adolescent peer group, and the problems of consumption. Our general view is that there has not been the sort of change which Riesman seems to see either in societal values, at the highest level of generality, or in type of dominant character, if he means that through “other direction” the typical individual no longer takes the same kind and degree of personal responsibility for his decisions which his forefathers did. This essay thus attempts to put the whole treatment of the relation of the socialization of the individual to the structure of the society—which runs through Parts One and Two—in the broadest perspective of analysis of the society to be found among these essays.

Chapter 9, “Toward a Healthy Maturity,”16 finally, extends the analysis to a phase of the life cycle which I had previously dealt with only in the sketchiest way, notably in the old paper on “Age and Sex.” Its emphasis on the problem of health thus serves as a transition from Part Two to Part Three, as well as appropriately ending Part Two with the final phase of the life cycle.17 The problem of health, however, is essentially a point of departure for consideration of the principal alternatives open for defining the social role of the aged in American society, considering both the values of the society and the structural alternatives. The great increase in the proportion of older people is one of the main reference points, as well as the fact that they are on the average in far better states of health than previously. The view presented is that a much more positive mode of utilizing this very important human resource is needed.

The three essays which compose Part Three have in common a bearing on the problems of health and illness. This concern with the social and psychological context of health and illness the reader familiar with my work will recognize to be an old interest which I have pursued from time to time for many years. Each essay in turn attempts to extend one step further the theoretical treatment of this problem area by integrating previous theory with new empirical and analytical considerations. They all also have in common a belief, carried over from past work, in the great importance of the psychological aspects of health and illness and their intimate connection with the social system. This conviction, of course, provides the thread of continuity with the earlier papers in this volume.

Chapter 10, “Definitions of Health and Illness in the Light of American Values and Social Structure,” relative to earlier papers in the field, is above all new in its attempt to relate the role structures involved in illness and its treatment explicitly to the value system, particularly of American society. Hence it tried to build on intervening work on the general topic of the role of values in social systems, and tried to do so in a comparative context, including brief sketches of the differences between the American pattern and those developed in the Soviet Union (largely based on the work of Mark Field) and in Great Britain. This comparison strongly highlights the importance of the activistic element in the American system expressing itself in the valuation of individual achievement and imposing a special obligation on the individual as patient to cooperate actively with health personnel toward the achievement of his own recovery.18 Among other things, these considerations throw considerable light on the special prominence of psychological interests in American medicine, by contrast with the sharply negative attitudes especially to psychoanalysis in the Soviet Union, and the intermediate attitudes in these respects in Great Britain.19

Chapter 11, “Mental Illness and Spiritual Malaise,” is another attempt to consider the role structure and social psychology of health and illness in the United States, but this time, not in relation to those of other societies but rather to a closely related but different set of functions within the same society. This theme is suggested by the rapid rise in recent years of pastoral counseling, particularly in liberal Protestant groups, but also in Jewish and even to some extent in Catholic groups. There has clearly been a problem of distinguishing such counseling from and relating it to psychotherapy.

The essay attempts to clarify these relations within the general context and conceptualization of structural differentiation, which has figured prominently throughout the volume, especially perhaps in Chapter 8. Departing from the early fusion of the contexts of religion, kinship, and health, this essay suggests that the kinship system, on the one hand, and the religious collectivity, on the other, have become progressively more highly differentiated agencies of the social system to the point where they are both “boundary structures”: the family mediating between society and the motivational system of the individual personality, and the church mediating between the society and the religious grounding of societal value-commitments on the part of individuals. The emergence of psychiatry as a profession, closely associated with but differentiated from the family, suggests not only that spiritual counseling should be carefully differentiated from psychotherapy—which has not always been the case—but that the minister of religion is not well suited to play the primary role of counselor. As the responsible leader of his congregation as a collectivity, he is in a position more closely analogous to that of the father of a family than to that of a psychiatrist. It would not be surprising to discover the development of a new profession of spiritual counselors whose roles were clearly differentiated from those of the psychiatrist on the one hand and the minister, priest, or rabbi on the other.20

The last essay in the volume, “Some Theoretical Considerations Bearing on the Field of Medical Sociology,”21 seems to provide an appropriate close to the present volume because I was asked to take a somewhat autobiographical point of view. Therefore, I went back to the original basis of my interest in the sociology of the professions generally, and medicine in particular, of nearly thirty years ago. This interest concerned the implications of the famous economic doctrine of the “rational pursuit of self-interest” and the fact that its ascendancy as an interpretive principle for modern “capitalistic” society failed to take account of the great and increasing importance of the place of the professions in the structure of that society.

Consideration of medical practice, however, quickly led me into the problems of the motivational complexity of the doctor-patient relationship and the importance for the role-structure of the relation both of the psychological aspects of more ordinary “somatic” illness and of the factors involved in mental and psychosomatic illness, which were then rapidly becoming more widely recognized. It was in this connection that I undertook—on the advice of the late Elton Mayo—an intensive reading of Freud’s work. This in turn led to the concern with personality and social structure, in the family as well as in the therapeutic relationship, which in its first phase underlies the material in the essays of Part One, as well as in the book Family and Socialization.

Extension of the psychological interests and their theoretical treatment, however, went, as has already been noted, hand in hand with developing an analysis of the place of these phenomena in the structure and processes of the larger society. In this connection a decisive step—mentioned in connection with Chapter 4 in particular—was the insight that both the socialization of the individual personality and the psychological therapy of his illness involved his integration in the solidarity of collectivities in a sense which the traditional individualism of psychological (and of economic) thinking had not made clear.

This last essay concentrates on the implications of this involvement in collectivities for the understanding of medical practice as an institutional pattern: the sense in which doctor and patient, in the nature of the case, constitute a solidary collectivity, and the possible consequences of this for the development of health services.

In a sense, therefore, this final essay marks completion of a cycle in the interests and emphases of my own theoretical work. The starting point lay in problems of the large society, as noted with reference in particular to the problem of capitalism. Exploration of some of the crucial mechanisms by which societies worked led into intensive concern with the personality of the individual, particularly in relation to health and illness and to the process of socialization. The close interdependence of the psychological aspects of these problem areas with the setting of the relevant processes in the structures of a whole variety of social systems, however, led to increasing attention to structural problems on a variety of levels, ranging from the microscopic dyads of mother and child, physician and patient, all the way up to some of the major problems of development of total modern societies seen as a whole.

This book may be taken as its author’s strong assertion of a conviction that, though these different phases and levels of the theoretical problem of the relationships of social structure and personality merit distinct treatment for particular purposes, in the larger picture their interdependencies are so intimate that bringing them together in an interpretive synthesis is imperative if a balanced understanding of the complex as a whole is to be attained.

1An additional reason for including it here is that this essay is no longer available elsewhere in book form. It was originally published in Psychiatry (February, 1952) and reprinted as Chapter I of Parsons, Bales, and Shils, Working Papers in the Theory of Action (1953), which has been out of print for some time and will not be republished as such.

2These were elaborated in two important chapters of The Social System, namely, Chapter VI on “The Learning of Role-Expectations” or more briefly on “socialization” of the child, and Chapter VII on “Deviant Behavior and the Mechanisms of Social Control.” There were also important relations to Chapter IX on “Expressive Symbols and the Social System.”

3On rereading it is evident to me that the contribution of the American social psychologists, Cooley, G. H. Mead, and W. I. Thomas, to this same development should have been acknowledged there, as it has been in later publications.

4Like all the essays included in the present volume, these first two were written for specific occasions. The first, on the superego, was presented in May 1951 to the Psychoanalytic Section of the American Psychiatric Association, whereas the second, on the Father Symbol, was written for the Conference on Science, Philosophy, and Religion and published in their volume, edited by Bryson, Kinkelstein, and MacIver, Symbols and Values: a Social Study.

5While serving as visiting Professor of Social Theory at Cambridge, England, I delivered this paper at the London meeting of the British Association of Social Anthropologists in January, 1954.

6Chapter 4 “Social Structure and the Development of Personality,” was originally written as a contribution to a proposed volume in honor of the centenary of Freud’s birth, which unfortunately never saw the light. It was published in Psychiatry, November, 1958. Chapter 5 was written for a symposium at the meeting of the American Psychosomatic Society in Montreal in 1960, and has not previously been published anywhere.

7Cf. Olds, “Self-Stimulation of the Brain,” Science, March, 1957. For theoretical background see his book, The Growth and Structure of Motives, New York, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1956.

8Cf. my paper “On the Concept of Political Power,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, Vol. 107, No. 3, June, 1963, and also “On the Concept of Influence,” Public Opinion Quarterly, Spring, 1963.

9This essay owes a great deal to personal discussions with Dr. Karl Pribram of the Stanford University Medical School.

1Occasioned by a request to contribute to a special issue of the Harvard Educational Review, Vol. 29, No. 4, Fall, 1959, pp. 292-318, dealing with the social context of education.

1The analysis presupposes a considered judgment that it is the school, not the child’s peer group, which is the primary socializing agency.

1The above insights owe a great deal to a study of the mobility aspirations and opportunities of high school boys, carried out in collaboration with the late Samuel Stouffer and Florence Kluckhohn. A report of that study, under the editorship of Florence Kluckhohn and the present author is expected soon to be published.

1This was written for an issue of Daedalus (Winter, 1961) which was devoted to problems of youth generally, both in this and in other countries, and in each from various points of view, of which mine was meant to be specifically sociological. Recently published in book form as Youth, Challenge and Change, Erik H. Erikson, Ed., New York, Basic Books, 1963.

114. See in particular the essay Age and Sex in the Social Structure of the United States, but also the Kinship System of the United States and Sources and Patterns of Aggression in the Western World. The three are all included in my Essays in Sociological Theory, Revised edition, New York, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1954.

1S. M. Lipset and L. Loewenthal, Eds., New York, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1962.

1It was written as an address to the National Health Forum for a meeting dealing with the relations between aging and health (March, 1960) and was published in the Journal of Health and Human Behavior, Fall, 1960.

1I have, in a working paper on “Death in American Society,” attempted to take the final step possible to complete analysis of the life cycle at its terminal stage—a companion piece on birth and attitudes toward it would also be appropriate, though more seems to have been done in this field. A sharply abbreviated version of the paper on death was published in The American Behavioral Scientist, May, 1963.

1Shortly after the completion and publication of this paper, a study by Joseph Ben-David of the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, provided convincing evidence that the “classical” later nineteenth-century German pattern provided a fourth clear-cut type where the patient was treated much more as a passive object of manipulation than in any of the other three cases, a circumstance which has had much to do with the prominence of research in somatic medicine in that tradition and, as Ben-David argues, with the fact that Freud had to pursue his interests outside the main context of German and Austrian university medicine of that time. Cf. Ben-David, “Roles and Innovations in Medicine,” American Journal of Sociology, 65 (May, 1960), pp. 561-568.

1This essay was written for and published in the collection edited by E. Gartly Jaco, Patients, Physicians, and Illness, New York, The Free Press of Glencoe, 1958.

2The occasion for writing this paper was a symposium on the general topic of The Ministry and Mental Health. It was published in the volume bearing that title, edited by Hans Hofmann (New York; Association Press) in 1960.

2Written for another symposium, this time on the relations between medicine and society, this essay is to appear in a volume edited by Robert N. Wilson and Robert Rapoport.



PART One
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES




1
The Superego and the Theory of Social Systems

IN THE broadest sense, perhaps, the contribution of psycho-analysis to the social sciences has consisted of an enormous deepening and enrichment of our understanding of human motivation. This enrichment has been such a pervasive influence that it would be almost impossible to trace its many ramifications. In the present paper I have chosen to say something about one particular aspect of this influence, that exerted through the psychoanalytic concept of the superego, because of its peculiarly direct relevance to the central theoretical interests of my own social-science discipline, sociological theory. This concept, indeed, forms one of the most important points at which it is possible to establish direct relations between psychoanalysis and sociology, and it is in this connection that I wish to discuss it.

Psychoanalysis, in common with other traditions of psychological thought, has naturally concentrated on the study of the personality of the individual as the focus of its frame of reference. Sociology, on the other hand, has equally naturally been primarily concerned with the patterning of the behavior of a plurality of individuals as constituting what, increasingly, we tend to call a social system. Because of historical differences of perspective and points of departure, the conceptual schemes arrived at from these two starting points have in general not been fully congruent with each other, and this fact has occasioned a good deal of misunderstanding. However, recent theoretical work1 shows that, in accord with convergent trends of thought, it is possible to bring the main theoretical trends of these disciplines together under a common frame of reference, that which some sociologists have called the “theory of action.” It is in the perspective of this attempt at theoretical unification that I wish to approach the analysis of the concept of the superego.

One of the principal reasons for the selection of this concept lies in the fact that it has been, historically, at the center of an actual process of convergence. In part at least, it is precisely because of this fact that Freud’s discovery of the internalization of moral values as an essential part of the structure of the personality itself constituted such a crucial landmark in the development of the sciences of human behavior. Though there are several other somewhat similar formulations to be found in the literature of roughly the same period, the formulation most dramatically convergent with Freud’s theory of the superego was that of the social role of moral norms made by the French sociologist Emile Durkheim—a theory which has constituted one of the cornerstones of the subsequent development of sociological theory.

Durkheim’s insights into this subject slightly antedated those of Freud.2 Durkheim started from the insight that the individual, as a member of society, is not wholly free to make his own moral decisions but is in some sense “constrained” to accept the orientations common to the society of which he is a member. He went through a series of attempts at interpretation of the nature of this constraint, coming in the end to concentrate on two primary features of the phenomenon: first, that moral rules “constrain” behavior most fundamentally by moral authority rather than by any external coercion; and, secondly, that the effectiveness of moral authority could not be explained without assuming that, as we would now say, the value patterns were internalized as part of personality. Durkheim, as a result of certain terminological peculiarities which need not be gone into here, tended to identify “society” as such with the system of moral norms. In this very special sense of the term society, it is significant that he set forth the explicit formula that “society exists only in the minds of individuals.”

In Durkheim’s work there are only suggestions relative to the psychological mechanisms of internalization and the place of internalized moral values in the structure of personality itself. But this does not detract from the massive phenomenon of the convergence of the fundamental insights of Freud and Durkheim, insights not only as to the fundamental importance of moral values in human behavior, but of the internalization of these values. This convergence, from two quite distinct and independent starting points, deserves to be ranked as one of the truly fundamental landmarks of the development of modern social science. It may be likened to the convergence between the results of the experimental study of plant breeding by Mendel and of the microscopic study of cell division—a convergence which resulted in the discovery of the chromosomes as bearers of the genes. Only when the two quite distinct bodies of scientific knowledge could be put together did the modern science of genetics emerge.

The convergence of Freud’s and Durkheim’s thinking may serve to set the problem of this paper, which is: How can the fundamental phenomenon of the internalization of moral norms be analyzed in such a way as to maximize the generality of implications of the formulation, both for the theory of personality and for the theory of the social system? For if it is possible to state the essentials of the problem in a sufficiently generalized way, the analysis should prove to be equally relevant in both directions. It should thereby contribute to the integration of the psychoanalytic theory of personality and of the sociological theory of the social system, and thus to the further development of a conceptual scheme which is essentially common to both.

The essential starting point of an attempt to link these two bodies of theory is the analysis of certain fundamental features of the interaction of two or more persons, the process of interaction itself being conceived as a system. Once the essentials of such an interactive system have been made clear, the implications of the analysis can be followed out in both directions: the study of the structure and functioning of the personality as a system, in relation to other personalities; and the study of the functioning of the social system as a system. It may be surmised that the difficulty of bringing the two strands of thought together in the past has stemmed from the fact that this analysis has not been carried through; and this has not been done because it has “fallen between two stools.” On the one hand, Freud and his followers, by concentrating on the single personality, have failed to consider adequately the implications of the individual’s interaction with other personalities to form a system. On the other hand, Durkheim and the other sociologists have failed, in their concentration on the social system as a system to consider systematically the implications of the fact that it is the interaction of personalities which constitutes the social system with which they have been dealing, and that, therefore, adequate analysis of motivational process in such a system must reckon with the problems of personality. This circumstance would seem to account for the fact that this subject has been so seriously neglected.

It may first be pointed out that two interacting persons must be conceived to be objects to each other in two primary respects, and in a third respect which is in a sense derived from the first two. These are (1) cognitive perception and conceptualization, the answer to the question of what the object is, and (2) cathexis—attachment or aversion—the answer to the question of what the object means in an emotional sense. The third mode by which a person orients himself to an object is by evaluation—the integration of cognitive and cathectic meanings of the object to form a system, including the stability of such a system over time. It may be maintained that no stable relation between two or more objects is possible without all three of these modes of orientation being present for both parties to the relationship.3

Consideration of the conditions on which such a stable, mutually oriented system of interaction depends leads to the conclusion that on the human level this mutuality of interaction must be mediated and stabilized by a common culture—that is, by a commonly shared system of symbols, the meanings of which are understood on both sides with an approximation to agreement. The existence of such symbol systems, especially though not exclusively as involved in language, is common to every known society. However the going symbol systems of the society may have developed in the first place, they are involved in the socialization of every child. It may be presumed that the prominence of common symbol systems is both a consequence and a condition of the extreme plasticity and sensitivity of the human organism, which in turn are essential conditions of its capacity to learn and, concomitantly, to mislearn. These features of the human organism introduce an element of extreme potential instability into the process of human interaction, which requires stabilizing mechanisms if the interactive system, as a system, is to function.

The elements of the common culture have significance with reference to all three of the modes of orientation of action. Some of them are primarily of cognitive significance; others are primarily of cathectic significance, expressive of emotional meanings or affect; and still others are primarily of evaluative significance. Normative regulation for the establishing of standards is characteristic of all of culture; thus there is a right way of symbolizing any orientation of action in any given culture. This is indeed essential to communication itself: the conventions of the language must be observed if there is to be effective communication.

That a person’s cathexis of a human object—that is, what the object means to the person emotionally—is contingent on the responsiveness of that object is a fact familiar to psychoanalytic theory. It may be regarded as almost a truism that it is difficult if not impossible in the long run to love without being loved in return. It is more difficult to see that there is an almost direct parallelism in this respect between cathexis and cognition. After all, a person’s cathexis of an inanimate object, such as a food object, is not directly dependent on the responsiveness of the object; it is surely anthropomorphism to suggest that a steak likes to be eaten in the same sense in which a hungry man likes to eat the steak. Similarly the cognition of the inanimate object by a person is not directly dependent on the object’s reciprocal cognition of the person. But where the object is another person, the two, as ego and alter, constitute an interactive system. The question is what, in a cognitive sense, is alter from the point of view of ego, and vice versa. Clearly the answer to this question must involve the place—or “status,” as sociologists call it—of ego and alter in the structure of the interactive system. Thus when I say a person is my mother, or my friend, or my student, I am characterizing that person as a participant in a system of social interaction in which I also am involved.

Thus not only the cathectic attitudes, but also the cognitive images, of persons relative to each other are functions of their interaction in the system of social relations; in a fundamental sense the same order of relationship applies in both cases.

Thus a social system is a function of the common culture, which not only forms the basis of the intercommunication of its members, but which defines, and so in one sense determines, the relative statuses of its members. There is, within surprisingly broad limits, no intrinsic significance of persons to each other independent of their actual interaction. In so far as these relative statuses are defined and regulated in terms of a common culture, the following apparently paradoxical statement holds true: what persons are can only be understood in terms of a set of beliefs and sentiments which define what they ought to be. This proposition is true only in a very broad way, but is none the less crucial to the understanding of social systems.

It is in this context that the central significance of moral standards in the common culture of systems of social interaction must be understood. Moral standards constitute, as the focus of the evaluative aspect of the common culture, the core of the stabilizing mechanisms of the system of social interaction. These mechanisms function, moreover, to stabilize not only attitudes—that is, the emotional meanings of persons to each other—but also categorizations—the cognitive definitions of what persons are in a socially significant sense.

If the approach taken above is correct, the place of the superego as part of the structure of the personality must be understood in terms of the relation between personality and the total common culture, by virtue of which a stable system of social interaction on the human levels becomes possible. Freud’s insight was profoundly correct when he focused on the element of moral standards. This is, indeed, central and crucial, but it does seem that Freud’s view was too narrow. The inescapable conclusion is that not only moral standards, but all the components of the common culture are internalized as part of the personality structure. Moral standards, indeed, cannot in this respect be dissociated from the content of the orientation patterns which they regulate; as I have pointed out, the content of both cathectic-attitudes and cognitive-status definitions have cultural, hence normative significance. This content is cultural and learned. Neither what the human object is, in the most significant respects, nor what it means emotionally, can be understood as given independently of the nature of the interactive process itself; and the significance of moral norms themselves very largely relates to this fact.

It would seem that Freud’s insight in this field was seriously impeded by the extent to which he thought in terms of a frame of reference relating a personality to its situation or environment without specific reference to the analysis of the social interaction of persons as a system. This perspective, which was overwhelmingly dominant in his day, accounts for two features of his theory. In the first place, the cognitive definition of the object world does not seem to have been problematical to Freud. He subsumed it all under “external reality,” in relation to which “ego-functions” constitute a process of adaptation. He failed to take explicitly into account the fact that the frame of reference in terms of which objects are cognized, and therefore adapted to, is cultural and thus cannot be taken for granted as given, but must be internalized as a condition of the development of mature ego-functioning. In this respect it seems to be correct to say that Freud introduced an unreal separation between the superego and the ego—the lines between them are in fact difficult to define in his theory. In the light of the foregoing considerations, the distinction which Freud makes between the superego and the ego—that the former is internalized, by identification, and that the latter seems to consist of responses to external reality rather than of internalized culture—is not tenable. These responses are, to be sure, learned responses; but internalization is a very special kind of learning which Freud seemed to confine to the superego.

If this argument raises questions about cognitive function and therefore about the theory of the ego, there are implications, ipso facto, for the superego. The essential point seems to be that Freud’s view seems to imply that the object, as cognitively significant, is given independently of the actor’s internalized culture, and that superego standards are then applied to it. This fails to take account of the extent to which the constitution of the object and its moral appraisal are part and parcel of the same fundamental cultural patterns; it gives the superego an appearance of arbitrariness and dissociation from the rest of the personality—particularly from the ego—which is not wholly in accord with the facts.

The second problem of Freud’s theory concerns the relation of cathexis or affect to the superego. In a sense, this is the obverse of its relation to cognition. The question here is perhaps analogous to that of the transmission of light in physics: how can the object’s cathectic significance be mediated in the absence of direct biological contact? Indeed, embarrassment over this problem may be one source of the stressing of sexuality in Freudian theory, since sexuality generally involves such direct contact.

To Freud, the object tends, even if human, to be an inert something on which a “charge” of cathectic significance has been placed. The process is regarded as expressive of the actor’s instincts or libido, but the element of mutuality tends to be treated as accessory and almost arbitrary. This is associated with the fact that, while Freud, especially in his Interpretation of Dreams, made an enormous contribution to the theory of expressive or cathectic symbolism, there is a very striking limitation of the extension of this theory. The basis of this may be said to be that Freud tended to confine his consideration of symbolism in the emotional context to its directly expressive functions and failed to go on to develop the analysis of its communicative functions. The dream symbol remained for him the prototype of affective symbolism. It is perhaps largely because of this fact that Freud did not emphasize the common culture aspect of such symbolism, but tended to attempt to trace its origins back to intrinsic meanings which were independent of the interactive process and its common culture. More generally the tenor of the analysis of affect was to emphasize a fundamental isolation of the individual in his lonely struggle with his id.4

This whole way of looking at the problem of cathexis seems to have a set of consequences parallel to these outlined above concerning cognition; it tends to dissociate the superego from the sources of affect. This derives from the fact that Freud apparently did not appreciate the presence and significance of a common culture of expressive-affective symbolism and the consequent necessity for thinking of the emotional component of interaction as mediated by this aspect of the common culture. Thus, the aspect of the superego which is concerned with the regulation of emotional reactions must be considered as defining the regulative principles of this interactive system. It is an integral part of the symbolism of emotional expression, not something over, above, and apart from it.

The general purport of this criticism is that Freud, with his formulation of the concept of the superego, made only a beginning at an analysis of the role of the common culture in personality. The structure of his theoretical scheme prevented him from seeing the possibilities for extending the same fundamental analysis from the internalization of moral standards—which he applied to the superego—to the internalization of the cognitive frame of reference for interpersonal relations and for the common system of expressive symbolism; and similarly it prevented him from seeing the extent to which these three elements of the common culture are integrated with each other.

This very abstract analysis may become somewhat more understandable if examples are given of what is meant by the cognitive reference or categorization system, and by the system of expressive symbolism, considering both as parts of the internalized common culture.

One of the most striking cases of the first is that of sex categorization—that is, the learning of sex role. Freud speaks of the original “bi-sexuality” of the child. The presumption is that he postulated a constitutionally given duality of orientation. In terms of the present approach, there is at least an alternative hypothesis possible which should be explored.5 This hypothesis is that some of the principal facts which Freud interpreted as manifestations of constitutional bisexuality can be explained by the fact that the categorization of human persons—including the actor’s categorization of himself taken as a point of reference—into two sexes is not, except in its somatic points of reference, biologically given but, in psychological significance, must be learned by the child. It is fundamental that children of both sexes start life with essentially the same relation to the mother, a fact on which Freud himself rightly laid great stress. It may then be suggested that the process by which the boy learns to differentiate himself in terms of sex from the mother and in this sense “identify” with the father, while the girl learns to identify with the mother, is a learning process. One major part of the process of growing up is the internalization of one’s own sex role as a critical part of the self-image. It may well be that this way of looking at the process will have the advantage of making the assumption of constitutional bisexuality at least partly superfluous as an explanation of the individual’s sex identification. In any case it has the great advantage of linking the determination of sex categorization directly with the role structure of the social system in a theoretical as well as an empirical sense. Every sociologist will appreciate this since he is familiar with the crucial significance of sex role differentiation and constitution for social structure.

An example of the second role, that of common expressive symbolism, may be found in terms of the process by which a reciprocal love attitude between mother and child is built up. Freud quite rightly, it seems, points to the origin of the child’s love attitude as found in his dependency on the mother for the most elementary sources of gratification, such as food, elementary comforts, and safety. Gradually, in the process of interaction, a system of expectations of the continuation and repetition of these gratifications comes to be built up in the child; and these expectations are bound together as a result of the fact that a variety of such gratifications comes from the single source, the mother.

In this process, one may assume that well before the development of language there begins to occur a process of generalization, so that certain acts of the mother are interpreted as signs that gratifying performances can be expected—for example, the child becomes able to interpret her approaching footsteps or the tone of her voice. It is suggested that one of the main reasons why the erotic component of the child’s relation to the mother is so important lies in the fact that, since bodily contact is an essential aspect of child care, erotic gratifications readily take on a symbolic significance. The erotic element has the extremely important property that it is relatively diffuse, being awakened by any sort of affectionate bodily contact. This diffuseness makes it particularly suitable as a vehicle of symbolic meanings. By this process, then, gradually, there is a transition from the child’s focus on erotic stimulation as such, to his focus on the mother’s attitude which is expressed by the erotically pleasurable stimulation. Only when this transition has taken place can one correctly speak of the child’s having become dependent on the love of the mother and not merely on the specific pleasures the mother dispenses to him. Only when this level is reached, can the love attitude serve as a motivation to the acceptance of disciplines, since it can then remain stable—even though many specific gratifications which have previously been involved in the relationship are eliminated from it.

The essential point for present purposes is that, in its affective aspect, the child’s interaction with the mother is not only a process of mutual gratification of needs, but is on the child’s part a process of learning of the symbolic significance of a complicated system of acts on the part of the mother—of what they signify about what she feels and of how they are interdependent with and thus in part consequences of his own acts. That is to say, there is developed a complex language of emotional communication between them. Only when the child has learned this language on a relatively complex level, can he be said to have learned to love his mother or to be dependent on her love for him. There is, thus, a transition from “pleasure dependence” to “love dependence.” One primary aspect of learning to love and be loved is the internalization of a common culture of expressive symbolism which makes it possible for the child to express and communicate his feelings and to understand the mother’s feelings toward him.

It would seem that only when a sufficiently developed cognitive reference system and a system of expressive symbolism have been internalized is the foundation laid for the development of a superego; for only then can the child be said to be capable of understanding, in both the cognitive and the emotional senses, the meaning of the prescriptions and prohibitions which are laid upon him. The child must mature to the point where he can begin to play a responsible role in a system of social interaction, where he can understand that what people feel is a function of his and their conformity with mutually held standards of conduct. Only when he has become dependent on his mother’s love, can he develop meaningful anxiety in that then he might jeopardize his security in that love by not living up to her expectations of being a good boy.

The above considerations have important implications for the nature of the process of identification in so far as that is the principal mechanism by which the superego is acquired. If this analysis is correct, the crucial problem concerns the process of internalization of the common culture, including all three of its major components—the cognitive reference system, the system of expressive symbolism, and the system of moral standards.

In the first place, it would seem to be clear that only cultural symbol systems can be internalized. An object can be cathected, cognized, and appraised, but it cannot as such be taken into the personality; the only sense in which the latter terminology is appropriate is in calling attention to the fact that the common culture is indeed part of the personality of the object but it is only an aspect, not the whole of it. Two persons can be said to be identified with each other in so far as they share important components of common culture. But since roles in the social system are differentiated, it should be noted that it is always important to specify what elements of culture are common.

Secondly, it is important to point out that the learning of the common culture may lead to the assumption either of a role identical with that of the object of identification or of a role differentiated from that object’s role. Thus in the case of the boy vis-à-vis his mother, the learning of his sex categorization enables him to understand and accept the fact that with respect to sex he is different from her. The standards of proper behavior for both sexes are shared by the members of both, but their application is differentiated. The usage of the term identification has often been ambiguous, since it has been used to imply a likeness both of standards and of application. From the present point of view it is quite correct to speak of a boy learning his sex role by identification with the mother—in that he learns the sex categorization partly from her—and by the fact that he and she belong to different sex categories, which has important implications for his behavior. This is different from identification with his father in the sense that he learns that, with respect to sex, he is classed with his father and not with his mother.

Thirdly, there seems to be excellent evidence that while identification cannot mean coming to be the object, it is, as internalization of common culture, dependent on positive cathexis of the object. The considerations reviewed above give some suggestions as to why this should be true. Internalization of a culture pattern is not merely knowing it as an object of the external world; it is incorporating it into the actual structure of the personality as such. This means that the culture pattern must be integrated with the affective system of the personality.

Culture, however, is a system of generalized symbols and their meanings. In order for the integration with affect, which constitutes internalization, to take place, the individual’s own affective organization must achieve levels of generalization of a high order. The principal mechanism by which this is accomplished appears to be through the building up of attachments to other persons—that is, by emotional communication with others so that the individual is sensitized to the attitudes of the others, not merely to their specific acts with their intrinsic gratification-deprivation significance. In other words, the process of forming attachments is in itself inherently a process of the generalization of affect. But this generalization in turn actually is in one major aspect the process of symbolization of emotional meanings—that is, it is a process of the acquisition of a culture. The intrinsic difficulty of creation of cultural patterns is so great that the child can only acquire complex cultural generalization through interaction with others who already possess it. Cathexis of an object as a focal aspect of identification is then another name for the development of motivation for the internalization of cultural patterns, at least for one crucially important phase of this process.

The conditions of socialization of a person are such that the gratifications which derive from his cathexis of objects cannot be secured unless, along with generalization of emotional meanings and their communication, he also develops a cognitive categorization of objects, including himself, and a system of moral norms which regulate the relations between himself and the object (a superego). This way of looking at the process of identification serves perhaps to help clear up a confusing feature of Freud’s method of treatment. Freud, it will be remembered, denies that the very young child is capable of object cathexis, and speaks of identification, in contrast with object cathexis, as “the earliest form of emotional tie with an object.” He then speaks of identification with the father in the oedipus situation as a reversion to the more “primitive” form of relation to an object.

I would agree that the child’s early attachment to the mother and his later cathexis of her are not the same thing. It seems probable that the earliest attachment is, as it were, precultural, while true object cathexis involves the internalization of a cultural symbol system. But it seems extremely doubtful whether the relation to the father in the oedipus situation can be correctly described as a reversion to a presymbolic level. It is impossible to go into this problem fully here; but it may be suggested that the oedipus situation might be better interpreted as the strain imposed on the child by forcing him to take a major further step in growing up, in the process of which the father becomes the focus of his ambivalent feelings precisely because the child dare not jeopardize his love relation to the mother. Although regressive patterns of reaction would be expected under such a strain, these are not the core of the process of identification; however important, they are only secondary phenomena.

If the foregoing account of the internalized content of personality and of the processes of identification points in the right direction, it would seem to imply the necessity for certain modifications of Freud’s structural theory of personality. The first point is that it is not only the superego which is internalized—that is, taken over by identification from cathected social objects—but that there are involved other important components which presumably must be included in the ego—namely, the system of cognitive categorizations of the object world and the system of expressive symbolism.

If this is correct, it would seem to necessitate, secondly, an important modification of Freud’s conception of the ego. The element of organization, which is the essential property of the ego, would then not be derived from the “reality-principle”—that is, from adaptative responses to the external world alone. Instead it would be derived from two fundamental sources: the external world as an environment; and the common culture which is acquired from objects of identification. Both are, to be sure, acquired from outside, but the latter component of the ego is, in origin and character, more like the superego than it is like the lessons of experience.

Third, there are similar problems concerning the borderline between the ego and the id. A clue to what may be needed here is given in Freud’s own frequent references to what have here been called “expressive symbols,” as representatives to the ego of the impulses of the id. It seems to be a necessary implication of the above analysis that these symbolized and symbolically organized emotions are not only representatives to the ego; they should also be considered as integral parts of the ego. This may be felt to be a relatively radical conclusion—namely, that emotions, or affect on the normal human adult level, should be regarded as a symbolically generalized system, that it is never “id-impulse” as such. Affect is not a direct expression of drive-motivation, but involves it only as it is organized and integrated with both the reality experience of the individual and the cultural patterns which he has learned through the processes of identification.

More generally, the view of personality developed in this paper seems to be broadly in line with the recent increasing emphasis in psychoanalytic theory itself on the psychology of the ego, and the problems of its integration and functioning as a system. Freud’s structural theory was certainly fundamentally on the right track in that it clearly formulated the three major points of reference of personality theory—the needs of the organism, the external situation, and the patterns of the culture. In view of the intellectual traditions within which Freud’s own theoretical development took place, it was in the nature of the case that the cultural element, as he formulated it in the concept of the superego, should have been the last of the three to be developed and the most difficult to fit in.

In the light of the development of the more general theory of action, however, the cultural element must, as I have attempted to show, certainly occupy a very central place. For if the ego and the id in Freud’s formulations are taken alone, there is no adequate bridge from the theory of personality to the theoretical analysis of culture and of the social system. The superego provides exactly such a bridge because it is not explicable on any other basis than that of acquisition from other human beings, and through the process of social interaction.

Essentially what this paper has done has been to examine the concept of the superego in the light of the maturing bodies of theory in the fields of culture and of the social system; and it has attempted to follow through the implications of the appearance of the superego in Freud’s thinking for the theory of personality itself. The result has been the suggestion of certain modifications in Freud’s own theory of personality.6

In this sense the paper has contained a good deal of criticism of Freud, which may appear to be out of place in a paper dealing with the contributions of psychoanalysis to social science. It is, however, emphatically not the intent of the author to have this appear as primarily a critical paper. It has been necessary to emphasize the critical aspect at certain points, since the psychiatric or psychoanalytic reader is not likely to be adequately familiar with the developments in sociological theory which are so importantly related to the concept of the superego. The essential intent, however, is to contribute to the development of a common foundation for the theoretical analysis of human behavior which can serve to unify all of the sciences which take this as their subject matter. The massive and fundamental fact is that Freud formulated the concept of the superego and fitted it into his general analysis of human motivation. This and the parallel formulations in the field of sociology are the solid foundations on which we must build. I believe it can truthfully be said that we are now in a position to bring the theory of personality and the theory of the social system within essentially the same general conceptual scheme. Freud’s contribution of the concept of the superego has been one of the important factors making this possible.
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First, in Freud’s diagram the superego is placed on one side of the ego. Here it is treated as the focus of the internalized cultural system, and hence put in a central place. Second, my suggested new diagram follows Freud in treating the superego as essentially part of the ego, but extends this conception to include as part of the ego all three components of the internalized culture. Third, a distinction is introduced which Freud does not take account of at all; namely, that between cultural elements as internalized in the personality, and as objects of the situation, as follows:



	Cultural Objects
	Internalized Subject and Social Objects



	1. Cognitive reference system
	Internalized self-object images



	2. Common moral standards
	Superego



	3. Expressive symbolism
	Symbolically organized affect




I think of self as oriented both to alter and to the nonsocial situation, which includes both physical and cultural objects. Both orientations include cognition and cathexis, and both are subject to evaluative appraisal; but only in the case of alter as an object are these orientations mutual.

According to my view, the ego thus includes all three elements of the common culture and repression cuts across all three. Furthermore, there is no reason why large parts of the common culture, repressed or not, should not belong to the unconscious.

It seems to be implied by the position taken here that the integration of personality as a system should be regarded as the function of the ego; but, following Freud, it is equally important, as has been said above, that the ego faces three ways, as it were, and is subject to pressures from all three directions—that is, from the individual’s own organism (id), from the external situation, and from the internalized symbol systems of the culture.
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The Father Symbol: AN APPRAISAL IN THE LIGHT OF PSYCHOANALYTIC AND SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY


THE FIELD of the theory of symbolism, in its relation to the study of values, has many ramifications. One which is of particular interest to the author of this paper, however, is that of the connections between its involvement in sociological theory and in psychoanalysis. The symbolism associated with the father is a particularly interesting field in this connection both because of the prominent part it has played in psychoanalytic theory and because of its sociological relevance to the analysis of the family as a social system and of its place in the wider society. For these reasons the Father Symbol has been selected for special attention in this paper.

This subject presents a favorable opportunity for the analysis of the relations between the two conceptual schemes. The symbolic significance of the father has certainly been central in psychoanalytic theory, at least ever since Freud worked out his analysis of the Oedipus complex, and on the part both of Freud and of his followers it has provided one of the leading themes in almost all attempts to extend the implications of psychoanalysis from the study of the individual personality as such to the sociocultural levels. From the point of view of the sociologist, on the other hand, the father role constitutes one of the obvious keystones of the social structure, not only of the conjugal family but of all kinship systems, and its articulation with the structure of the wider society beyond the kinship group presents sociological problems of the first importance.

The approach taken in this paper will be first, to attempt to place the symbolic significance of the father “figure” or father “role” in the general context of the theory of expressive symbolism in systems of action, and then to attempt to spell out, and to articulate with each other, four different aspects of the significance of this symbol in four different system-references, namely, the developmental phases of personality growth, the adult personality, the family as a social system, and, finally, the large scale society transcending the family, with special reference to our own type of society.

We are here primarily interested in the father, not as a concrete personality or as a concrete role type as such, but as the focus of a symbolic complex. Therefore we must start with certain fundamental considerations about symbols and their place in human action. For our purposes we may define a symbol as an object—which may be a physical or social object, event, aspect of a concrete object, or class or complex of any of these—which has acquired meaning for one or more actors involving a reference to meaningful entities other than the symbol-object itself. For the object to be a symbol rather than a sign (or signal), this meaning must have acquired a certain level of generalization which we need not attempt to specify here. Thus “my father” as a concrete human person is not as such necessarily a symbol. It is only when some aspect of experience represented by my father comes to “stand for” other aspects of experience associated with other objects and attitudes, that we can speak of the father as a symbol.

We are here interested primarily in the father as what I shall call an “expressive” as distinguished from a cognitive symbol. This is always an aspect of the meaning of any symbolic object, but we will speak of an expressive symbol when this aspect has primacy over the cognitive. A symbol is expressive in this sense in so far as its meaning has reference not to other objects as objects but to the motivational state or states of one or more actors; whereas a cognitive symbol has reference to the properties of one or more other situational objects, as objects, and of course other than the symbolic object itself.

The expressive symbol in this sense, or the patterned complex of such symbols is the primary mode of organization of the motivational orientations or attitudes of an actor. It is, indeed the patterning of the symbol-meaning system as a system which constitutes the principal structure of the orientation system of an actor, and when those of all the actors in a social system are taken into account in their interrelations, of the social system as such.

The relations between the meanings of different particular symbols in such a system may be analyzed either in terms of the structure of the symbolic complex itself, i.e., from a “cultural” point of view, or in terms of the functional interdependence of these and other components in the processes of action and interaction. In the first set of terms, a symbol may belong at any one of several levels of generality, or of specificity. It may further fit into different symbolic complexes according to the type of patterns of generalization and integration by which such complexes are organized. Thus from the point of view of a social system the name of an individual is on a relatively low level of generality because it is tied to him while the concept father can be on a considerably higher level of generality. With respect to the second context, the father symbol may, as we shall see, fit into a complex having to do with rigorous enforcement of stringent rules of conduct, or into one having to do with a generally protective care.

The second set of terms in which symbols can be analyzed concern both the circumstances in which they acquire different types of meaning, and those in which they “function” to influence the processes of action themselves. These will constitute the principal basis for our subsequent analysis.

In general, a sociologist can confidently confirm the central importance which psychoanalytic theory has given to the father symbol, but perhaps can contribute something to the evaluation of the significance of that symbol, particularly of course on the level of the common culture of social systems, but perhaps also to some extent in its place in personality.

Freud was certainly broadly right in emphasizing the place of the father symbol in the socialization of the child, and it is clearly from this set of circumstances that the paramount importance of this symbol derives. But modern sociology has given us considerable resources we can use in defining the context of this importance. The most fundamental set of facts concerns the generality of the occurrence of the human family and the corresponding fact that the main processes particularly of the earlier phases of socialization take place within the family. These facts are of course obvious to common sense, but we can now say a good deal more about their significance than was previously possible.

One obvious probable inference is that this aspect of social organization must be deeply grounded in the biological constitution and conditions of life of the human species. This is undoubtedly correct but does not contradict what is of greater interest to us, namely, that it is equally fundamentally involved with the conditions of development of a human personality and through that with the condition of effective functioning of human society on the cultural levels.

The plasticity of the human organism which makes cultural behavior possible, at the same time necessitates different mechanisms for the orientation and stabilization of behavior than those predominantly operating in the lower organisms; namely, as we now know pretty well, those involved in the internalization of a common culture with a particular reference to the patterned standards of behavior which in a sense are its central core. This common culture is the symbol-meaning system with which we are here concerned. Hence the basic structure of the human family, particularly those aspects of it which can be considered to be universal, must have a profound significance for this process.

In spite of the entirely correct emphasis in recent times on “cultural relativity” and with it the variability of kinship systems, there is a fundamental common component in all kinship systems, centering on what is sometimes called the “biological” family, which, however, is certainly far from only biological in significance. This obviously is the “nuclear” group of the two parents and their own children. Sociologically speaking, the core of the family structure is a very special type of three-person group, if only one child be taken into consideration at a time.

This is an acceptable first approximation, but for our purposes it is necessary to distinguish three interpenetrating systems of social interaction which together constitute the strategically important social environment for the process of child development. These consist in three “concentric” circles of the child’s social participation, and each in turn becomes of paramount importance in successive phases of his development.

The first of these is the solidary dyadic group formed by the child’s early attachment to his mother, the first case of what Freud called “true object cathexis.” This is a grouping which, it must be noted, is not originally given with birth, but is built up over a considerable period during which the child gradually develops an orientation to his mother as a “complex object” and himself actively participates in positive interaction with her in showing his love for her, as well as vice versa. It is this relationship on which the security is based which is utilized in later phases; it culminates in strategic prominence in the immediate preoedipal phase. In it the father, for the children of both sexes, plays a minimal or at least a secondary role.

Though undoubtedly there are important differences, so long as there is a family system, the fundamental characteristics of this phase and of that into which it leads, are certainly universal; being grounded in the general conditions of socialization within families. This universality depends on the fact that early child care is focused more on the mother than on the father, and correlatively, that on the average the participation of the father in affairs of the social group which transcends the family is greater and strategically more important than is that of the mother.

Under these conditions, which are in a broad sense universal, the little grouping of mother and child is in the nature of the case never independent, but is a subsystem in the first instance of the larger system which is the conjugal family, which in turn is a subsystem of still wider social systems. The father, though by no means alone, stands at the principal point of articulation between his family subsystem and that of the wider society. This is the primary basis of his symbolic significance.

First let us note that in all kinship systems, the marriage bond stands to some extent over against that of mother and child. It antedates it and has a certain structural priority over it which is particularly accentuated in our own kinship system. This means that, within limits, the special exclusive solidarity of mother and child can be maintained only so far as it does not interfere too much with the marriage relationship. Naturally it has a fundamental “niche” so that it is in fact institutionalized in all societies, but there are limits to its claims, and it is the passing of these limits with the process of maturation of the child, biologically and socio-psychologically, which brings on the crisis of the oedipus period.

Freud’s own account of the oedipus period from the point of view of the boy, stressed the development of a true object cathexis of the mother on his part which then came into conflict with the position of the father. We may here suggest that the object cathexis well antedates the oedipus period, but that it is the pressure exerted by both parents, backed by the general culture to make the boy behave as a “big boy,” which means above all to renounce his dependency on his mother, which is the main factor in bringing on the oedipus crisis. Essentially performance capacities have developed which, if they are to grow further, are incompatible with maintenance of the “little boy” dependency (“infantile” does not seem to be a very good word, as it is an age level of four or so which is in question).

These consist in the first instance in actions which gain significance for the family as a collectivity beyond its mother-child subsystem, and are sanctioned by both parents as such. Furthermore in this stage performances begin to be more and more directly and conditionally rewarded; the child is progressively less free to count simply on the security of maternal love regardless of what he does.

The great dilemma in this stage is dependency versus the gains of learning to act more independently at a more mature level—for the child to learn to do things for himself, and under expectations of responsibility, as well as with higher levels of skill. It is because of its connection with the dependency problem that the erotic component becomes of strategic significance in the oedipal situation. Infantile and early childhood (“phallic”) eroticism play a primary part in the processes of generalization and integration by which the original love-attachment to the mother is built up, but its renunciation at the oedipal stage becomes an imperative of further development because of its fusion with the dependency need, so that by and large to attain the requisite levels of independence and at the same time freely to gratify erotic desires is impossible; hence, what Freud so keenly described as the “latency” period.
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