Mind and Self in Society: Linking Social Structure and Social Cognition

David L. Morgan, Michael L. Schwalbe

Social Psychology Quarterly, Volume 53, Issue 2, Special Issue: Social Structure and the
Individual (Jun., 1990), 148-164.

Stable URL:
http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0190-2725%28199006%2953%3 A2%3C148%3 AMASISL%3E2.0.CO%3B2-5

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://uk jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have
obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or
printed page of such transmission.

Social Psychology Quarterly is published by American Sociological Association. Please contact the publisher for
further permissions regarding the use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://uk.jstor.org/journals/asa.html.

Social Psychology Quarterly
©1990 American Sociological Association

JSTOR and the JSTOR logo are trademarks of JSTOR, and are Registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.
For more information on JSTOR contact jstor @mimas.ac.uk.

©2002 JSTOR

http:/fuk.jstor.org/
Wed Apr 17 23:25:04 2002



Social Psychology Quarterly
1990, Vol. 53, No. 2, 148-164

Mind and Self in Society:

Linking Social Structure and Social Cognition*

DAVID L. MORGAN

Portland State University

MICHAEL L. SCHWALBE

North Carolina State University

Recent developments in social cognition could enhance sociological social psychologists’
understanding of the mind as both a social product and a social force; yet this work in social
cognition has received little attention. Conversely, social cognition has not fulfilled its
promise to show what is truly social about cognition. We argue that more attention to social
cognition on the part of sociologists would be beneficial to both fields, as would more
attention to social structure on the part of those working in social cognition. After brief
overview of social cognition we examine the self and self-concept and role theory as two
substantive areas that provide immediate opportunities for connecting sociological social
psychology and social cognition. In both areas we consider both the American version of
social cognition and the European approach, which is based on social representations. We
conclude that sociological social psychology can make a unique contribution to
understanding how social structure and social cognition are linked.

Despite frequent calls for more communi-
cation between sociological and psychologi-
cal social psychology, one can argue that the
distance between the two fields has increased
rather than decreased over the past decade.
Social cognition is an important cause of this
divergence; although it has dominated psycho-
logical social psychology, it has been virtu-
ally ignored by sociologists. Similarly, psy-
chologists too often pursue individuals’
cognitive activities within a structural vac-
uum, ignoring the influence of the social
environment. In the belief that both fields
have suffered from this lack of communica-
tion, we will argue that the two social
psychologies have much to offer to each other
in the study of cognition.

In psychology and in the social sciences as
a whole, the renewal of interest in cognition
is a relatively recent phenomenon. During the
heyday of behaviorism the topic of mind was
denied scientific respectability. Since that
time, explanations of human behavior that
ignore the active role of thinking individuals
have become increasingly untenable in the
face of new ideas from philosophy, linguis-
tics, information theory, anthropology, com-
puter science, and psychology itself. Pro-
pelled both by well-developed models and by
sophisticated methods, this “cognitive revolu-

* We would like to thank Peter Callero and Kathleen
Carley for their helpful comments on an earlier draft, and
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tion” (Gardner 1985; Stillings et al. 1987) has
made impressive inroads throughout the
social sciences, particularly in the guise of
social cognition within psychological social
psychology.

For sociology, the field of social structure
and the individual offers an excellent set
of opportunities for developing connections
with social cognition. On the one hand, this is
the area in which sociology has paid the
greatest attention to how the organization of
social life impinges on the content and
functioning of individuals’ minds (cf. Cart-
wright 1979; House 1977; Stryker 1977). In
particular, the research paradigms devoted to
the impact of social structure on individuals
can be adapted readily to include aspects of
social cognition as outcome variables. On the
other, social cognition offers an important
new alternative for conceptualizing and re-
searching the individual-level issues. In
particular, it offers significant extensions to
the interactionists’ treatment of individuals in
terms of role identities (cf. Stryker 1977,
Stryker and Statham 1985) as well as an
insightful alternative to the structuralists’
uneasy conceptualization of individuals in
terms of personality (cf. House 1977, 1981).

Why, then, have sociologists in general and
sociological social psychologists in particular
paid so little attention to social cognition?
One answer would be that many sociologists
always have maintained their own traditions
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with regard to the study of the mind. Our
classical theorists, for example, have empha-
sized the importance of ideologies (Marx), of
collective representations (Durkheim), and of
subjective experiences that facilitate historical
change (Weber). Cognition also was of
paramount importance in the social psycholo-
gies of James, Cooley, Baldwin, Ross,
McDougall, and, of course, Mead. Ironically,
the need to maintain this tradition within
sociology may have stunted interest in social
cognition; as House (1977) argued, much of
the development of sociological social psy-
chology was shaped by the need to answer
charges of psychological reductionism. Hav-
ing fought so hard to legitimize the sociolog-
ical study of mental processes, those who
work in this field not only may deny the need
for any input from psychology, but also may
fear that pursuing social cognition will
resurrect the old charges of reductionism.

A different set of barriers arises from
within social cognition itself. By limiting
itself to issues of the mind as it functions
within the individual, social cognition has
become strikingly asocial. Although such
issues are entirely proper for psychologists,
they are too parochial to interest sociologists,
whose concerns lie more with structure and
interaction. Thus the dominance of an infor-
mation-processing paradigm in social cogni-
tion raises the fence between the disciplines
even higher because it seems to belie any real
concern with the cognizing individual as a
social being.

Despite these difficulties, this paper seeks
to convince sociological social psychologists
that we should pay more attention to social
cognition for two reasons. First, many areas
in sociological social psychology would
benefit from the concepts and methods that
have been developed in social cognition. We
need to bring our empirical efforts into line
with the importance that cognitive activities
already have assumed in our theorizing.
Second, much of the work in social cognition
would benefit from the structural perspective
that characterizes our own approach to social
psychology. Both proponents and critics
frequently raise the question, “What is social
about social cognition?” (cf. Fiske and
Taylor 1984, pp. 414-18; Forgas 1981, pp.
259-72; Lau and Sears 1986, pp. 364);
sociologists are especially well situated to
help answer this question.

To develop these opportunities, we con-
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sider in some detail the links between social
cognition and two of the predominant litera-
tures on the individual and society: the
self-concept and role theory. Whether one
approaches the relationship between the
individual and society from the more self-
oriented perspective of interactionists or from
the more role-oriented perspective of structur-
alists, we believe that greater connections
with social cognition can be mutually benefi-
cial. In addition, there are other opportunities
than those provided by studies of the self and
of roles; we shall examine some of them
briefly in our discussion section. Before we
can take up these specific applications of
social cognition, however, we turn to a
general description of the core concerns in
that field, along with some illustrative points
of contact between social cognition and
traditional topics within sociological social
psychology.

AN OVERVIEW OF SOCIAL COGNITION

A review of either the theoretical or the
methodological literature associated with so-
cial cognition is well beyond the scope of the
present paper. Instead we offer an overview
that highlights the distinctive aspects of social
cognition, allowing those who are relatively
unfamiliar with this approach to grasp at least
its basic outline. Those wishing to pursue the
matter further can find article-length treat-
ments of these topics in Hastie (1986),
Markus and Zajonc (1985), and Sherman,
Judd, and Park (1989); book-length treat-
ments are available in Fiske and Taylor
(1984) and in Wyer and Srull (1984).

We begin with a review of the substantive
topics that dominate American approaches to
social cognition, and then turn to the methods
that these researchers employ. Our descrip-
tions of both the topics and the methods in
social cognition include illustrations of situa-
tions in which similar issues arise in sociol-
ogy. We conclude this section by considering
a related but distinctive version of social
cognition known as “social representation”
that has arisen in a European context (cf. Farr
and Moscovici 1984a).

The American Approach: Social Cognition

In summarizing the substantive content of
social cognition, we follow the lead of a
recent review article by Sherman et al. (1989,
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pp. 281-82) and organize our presentation
around three key questions. 1) How is
information organized and stored in memory?
2) How does information processing link
stored information in memory with current
activities in the social environment? and 3)
How does ongoing experience modify the
content and structure of stored information?
After this substantive summary we will
review briefly the two chief methods em-
ployed in this research: the measurement of
reaction times and accuracy in memory.
Throughout the discussion we will show that
sociological social psychologists not only
share many of these concerns, but also
frequently contribute as much as they borrow.

Mental representations. According to the
social cognition approach, a reliance on
mental representations characterizes the stor-
age of previously acquired information.
Schema is the term most commonly used to
refer to the representational structures into
which memory is organized. Whether the
mental representation refers to a prototype, to
represent knowledge about types of people or
objects, or to a script, to represent knowledge
about particular events, the point is that
pre-existing information is most useful when it
is both highly organized and relatively
generalized. Most people are surprised by the
extent to which their memories are composed
of generalized representations rather than of
specific information; for low-relevance infor-
mation, this can be true despite repeated
contact with the stimuli in question. (Test
yourself: On the U.S. penny, is Lincoln
facing right or left? Was the chalkboard in the
last classroom that you used black or green?)

As we shall see in the next section on
information processing, cognitive activity
involves an interplay between current experi-
ence and prior knowledge. In this view,
pre-existing representations guide the percep-
tion and processing of new information,
whereas the nature of the new information
and the inferences drawn from that informa-
tion determine which representations are
activated. In the language of social cognition,
the incoming information “instantiates” or
activates prior representations during cogni-
tive processing, whereas further information
is “assimilated to” and interpreted in light of
currently active representations. As the indi-
vidual picks up and interprets information
from the environment, this activity unavoid-
ably involves the use of stored representa-
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tions, but the individual also modifies and
selects among these representations according
to the nature of the incoming data.

Sociologists also use various concepts that
parallel the idea of stored representations in
memory, most notably the Meadian concept
of social object, as well as more specific
terms such as stereotypes and the definition of
the situation. On the one hand, the fact that
sociologists use mental representations in
their theorizing and research provides a
bridge between sociological social psychol-
ogy and social cognition. On the other, the
mere fact that sociologists recognize the need
for mental representation does not mean that
sociology has studied this concept nearly as
richly or as precisely as has social cognition.
A comparison between social cognition’s use
of scripts as mental representations of events
and interactionists’ approach to events
through the definition of the situation demon-
strates the difference between the two fields.

The strength of the social cognition ap-
proach to events as scripts lies in its empirical
specificity. For example, much research has
been conducted to examine how people treat
information that is either consistent or incon-
sistent with scripts and with other preexisting
representations (e.g., Hastie 1981), using a
variety of experimental approaches (see
review in Taylor and Fiske 1981). By
comparison, sociologists have generated little
in the way of empirical approaches to the
definition of the situation. As Stinchcombe
(1975, p. 14) lamented, “God only knows
what definitions people will give to situa-
tions.”

The sociological approach to events, how-
ever, also has its advantages, most notably
that the definition of the situation is tied to the
actual course of social interaction. Although
an initial definition of the situation is likely to
be both general and provisional, sociologists
see the individual as taking an active role in
the pursuit of increasingly specific interpreta-
tions, as well as in the active negotiation of
favorable definitions of the situation. By
comparison, social cognition treats scripted
knowledge about events as both highly global
and highly passive. Despite the recognition
that information processing involves increas-
ing specification of scripts as well as shifts
from one script to another, social cognition
has given little attention to these issues. The
field also has given scant attention to how
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individuals use their prior knowledge in an
effort to direct or control events.

The existence of such parallel concepts as
scripts and the definition of the situation
illustrates not only the overlap between the
concerns of sociological social psychology
and those of social cognition, but also shows
the possibilities for capitalizing on these
differences in perspective. By judicious
borrowing from the measurement techniques
developed in social cognition, sociological
social psychologists could move the definition
of the situation from the conceptual to the
empirical realm. By importing sociological
ideas about the ongoing negotiation of the
definition of the situation, social cognition
could begin to observe when and how shifts
in script-based information processing occur.

Information processing. Social cognition
explains how stored representations are linked
to ongoing experience through the key
concept of information processing. Informa-
tion processing frequently is modeled as a
clearly defined sequence of cognitive activi-
ties that begins when the individual attends to
information in the environment and when
these sensory inputs become encoded in terms
of active representations in memory (cf.
Hastie 1981). The actual processing of this
information entails comparing it to currently
available representations in memory (“encod-
ing”), as well as the activation of additional
stored information (“retrieval”). Such cogni-
tive activities as the encoding of new
information or the retrieval of existing
information from memory are important
components of information-processing mod-
els, as are “rules” for making inferences from
the combination of newly encoded informa-
tion and information retrieved from memory.

Any input from the environment can be
interpreted only against a complex back-
ground of existing knowledge; the interpreta-
tion of this stimulus is modified continually in
light of new information and further infer-
ences. The literature on information process-
ing contains two closely related approaches to
the study of how individuals integrate new
and existing information (cf. Landman and
Manis 1983). A “bottom-up,” data-driven
approach views the acquisition and processing
of information as determined largely by the
environment. In contrast, a “top-down,”
theory-driven approach emphasizes the role of
the individual’s prior knowledge in control-
ling information acquisition and processing.
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As Higgins and Bargh (1987) point out,
information processing always represents
some shifting balance between data in the
form of environmental stimuli and theory in
the form of prior representations in memory
or ongoing interpretations.

As with mental representations, some form
of information processing is present in most
versions of sociological social psychology.
This point is illustrated in Jonathan Turner’s
recent (1987) review of sociological theories
of motivation. Each of the approaches that he
discusses contains some element of informa-
tion processing: calculating costs and rewards
(exchange theory), interpreting others’ ges-
tures (interactionism), employing folk meth-
ods and other interpretive procedures (eth-
nomethodology), interpreting the conduct of
others based on existing “stocks of knowl-
edge” (structuration theory), and monitoring
the social environment as a prelude to
conversational exchanges (interaction chains).

Turner’s review of motivation, however, is
doubly useful. It not only shows the many
ways in which sociologists use the concept of
information processing, but also demonstrates
the limited view of cognitive processes
present in most sociological theorizing. De-
spite the importance of cognition in all of
these sociological theories, each tends to treat
cognitive processes as an unexamined “black
box” that is of secondary importance. Unfor-
tunately, as Hastie (1986) notes, this tendency
is matched by a similar problem in social
cognition, where motivation is often dis-
cussed but seldom enters the empirical work
of the field. In other words, we have theories
of motivation that contain implicit concep-
tions of cognitive processes and theories of
cognitive processes that contain implicit
conceptions of motivation.

In our view, the study of motivation
represents precisely the kind of gap that could
be bridged by greater communication between
social cognition and sociological social psy-
chology. Similar opportunities exist with
regard to the link between emotions and
information processing. In this case, one
reason for the lack of mutual appreciation is a
tendency in sociology to treat cognition and
affect as polar opposites, thus confusing
cognition with a narrow version of rationality.
From an information-processing point of
view, however, the goal is to model the ways
in which the mind actually works, taking full
account of the effects of both motivation and
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emotion. Fortunately, progress toward elimi-
nating the false dichotomy between affect and
cognition is being made in such areas as the
sociology of emotion (e.g., S. Gordon 1985;
Mills and Kleinman 1988), affect control
theory (e.g., Heise 1979; Heise and Smith-
Lovin 1981), and Zajonc’s work on the
primacy of affect (Zajonc 1980, 1984;
Zajonc, Murphy, and Inglehart 1989).

Changes in mental representations. In
addition to the continual interplay between
preexisting knowledge and new information,
social cognition also recognizes the potential
for enduring changes in mental representa-
tions based on current information-processing
activities. Such changes in schematic knowl-
edge are most apparent in the creation of new
mental representations, when pre-existing in-
formation is either absent or is not organized
into any schematic summary. Thus individu-
als are continually developing new represen-
tations or modifying existing ones (see review
in Mervis and Rosch 1981).

The formation of first impressions illus-
trates how social cognition has studied
changes in mental representations (see review
in Sherman et al. 1989). A key finding in this
area is that people spend more time attending
to the earliest information they receive about
another person, and that much of the
information they retain over time is based on
impressions from this first exposure. In
subsequent encounters new information is
acquired more rapidly, as it is assimilated to
the existing mental representation; this new
information is just as likely as that from the
first impression to be used and retained, even
though less effort was devoted to acquiring it.
The process is not always so straightforward,
however. If inconsistent information is ob-
tained, for example, it requires extra informa-
tion-processing effort, especially if it occurs
early in the impression-formation process.

The study of socialization provides a useful
link between this approach to changes in
mental representations and sociological social
psychology. Social cognition would assert
that the key consequence of socialization
(especially adult socialization) is not so much
the simple acquisition of information as the
organization of that information into usable
knowledge. This emphasis on the need to
organize knowledge in order to use it
effectively explains a key paradox in acquir-
ing expertise: experts not only know more
than novices, but also can retrieve their
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information more rapidly, just as less effort is
needed to add further information to an
existing impression than to process a first
impression. As in the other areas examined
here, the highly developed conceptualizations
and empirical apparatus for studying changes
in cognitions can contribute fo sociological
studies of socialization. In this case they
provide the tools to analyze both the content
of new knowledge structures and the pace at
which different individuals acquire such
knowledge.

Once again, however, sociological ap-
proaches can make special contributions. In
particular, although studies of changes in
schematic knowledge are increasingly impor-
tant in social cognition, they have yet to be
applied to the kind of role-based socialization
that is studied so heavily in sociology (for
exceptions, see Bordage and Zacks 1984;
Morgan and Spanish 1985). This issue goes
well beyond the opportunity to extend exist-
ing approaches in social cognition to a new
area, because role-based socialization demon-
strates the importance of specific social
settings for the acquisition of new knowledge.
As Jean Lave (1986, 1988) has shown,
learning and cognition are linked closely to
specific situations and cannot be understood
fully in the decontextualized terms used by
most cognitive scientists. For role-based
learning, introducing the social context into
studies of cognitive change would entail
including factors such as the presence or
absence of formal agents of socialization,
whether or not a peer group was present, and
the availability of positive and negative role
models and reference groups.

The topic of change in mental representa-
tions brings to full circle our consideration of
the basic elements of social cognition: first we
looked at how information is stored in
generalized mental representations, then we
examined how representations are both acti-
vated by and used in information processing,
and finally we considered how mental repre-
sentations change as an outcome of informa-
tion processing.

Because we have organized this section
around a presentation of social cognition, our
coverage of sociological topics has received
less emphasis. Nevertheless, we hope that we
have conveyed two basic messages with
regard to sociological social psychology.
First, sociological social psychology incorpo-
rates elements of cognition into nearly all of
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its theories, but it has been far from diligent
in developing the tools necessary to conduct
empirical research on mental representations,
information processing, or cognitive change.
Second, social cognition has not ignored
entirely the more social aspects of thinking,
but it has failed to generate major research
traditions devoted to the influence of such
factors as social interaction, motivation, or
social settings. In other words, and as we
shall argue throughout this paper, the two
fields have much to learn from each other.

Research methods. Because cognition itself
is fundamentally unobservable, experimental
work on social cognition relies on indirect
measures of outcomes. Some of these mea-
sures are familiar to sociological social
psychologists, such as ratings of a target
person that change as a function of the way in
which the target is represented. Among the
approaches that are less well known to
sociologists, the two most prominent are
measures of reaction time and accuracy in
memory. We will summarize briefly these
two approaches, using examples of research
that illustrate their applicability to sociologi-
cal social psychology.

Reaction times (cf. Fazio 1990) measure
how long it takes an individual to make a
response to a stimulus. Hazel Markus’s work
on the self provides an excellent example of
this approach (reviewed in Markus and Wurf
1987). A participant in these studies typically
makes judgments about whether a carefully
selected set of traits are “me” or “not me”;
reaction times are measured in milliseconds.
Persons who make faster determinations that
traits are or are not self-descriptive are
interpreted as “schematic” for this aspect of
the self; i.e., they have well-developed
mental representations that facilitate rapid
processing of this information. For example,
Markus et al. (1982) used reaction times for
traits that had been rated with regard to
masculinity and femininity to determine
whether a person was schematic with regard
to gender; those who were schematic also
showed biases in their recall of gender-
relevant material and generated more self-
descriptions that fit the stereotype of a
masculine or a feminine person.

Although sociologists are unlikely to pur-
sue trait-based judgments, the speed with
which individuals can process and react to
information should be of interest in other
domains. In particular we argue in the next

153

section that Markus’s approach to the self has
many similarities to sociological conceptions
of role identity. Ideas about role-person
merger (R.H. Turner 1978) also could be
studied through the speed with which one
judges oneself in role-related terms. Simi-
larly, reaction times in response to choices
between the demands of competing roles
would be an interesting approach to the
measurement of role conflict. Clarity of
norms and expectations also could be as-
sessed in this fashion. In other words,
reaction times can be used to measure the
extent to which individuals possess clear
mental representations that allow for nearly
automatic information processing across a
wide variety of social domains.

Approaches to accuracy in memory typi-
cally distinguish between recall and recogni-
tion memory (cf. Srull 1984). Recall memory
involves the reproduction of material that was
seen earlier and typically is tested without any
prior announcement. For example, Pichert
and Anderson (1977) constructed a text about
things in a house, with some information of
more interest to a burglar (e.g., coin
collection) and some of more interest to a
home buyer (e.g., a water-damaged ceiling).
Instructions to read the passage from the
viewpoint of a burglar or of a home buyer
affected the material that was recalled in
response to a request to reproduce as much of
the text as could be remembered. In contrast,
recognition memory presents two or more
possible alternatives and asks for a decision
about which one actually was seen earlier.
For example, Cohen (1981) created a video-
tape showing a woman coming home from
work, in which half of her behaviors were
consistent with a stereotype for librarians
(e.g., listened to classical music) and half
with a stereotype for waitresses (e.g., had a
bowling ball). Participants were instructed to
view the tape as being about either a librarian
or a waitress, and then were given recognition
memory choices between features that either
had or had not been included on the tape; half
of the choices were based on the librarian
stereotype and half on the waitress stereotype.
This procedure led both to higher accuracy for
items that were consistent with the assigned
stereotype and to more frequent mistakes in
selecting items that were consistent with this
stereotype but were not included on the tape.

The use of roles and occupations in these
two examples suggests how assessments of
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memory can be used in more sociological
research. More important, however, is the
emphasis on differences in memory for
objects that are consistent or inconsistent with
prior mental representations (cf. Markus and
Zajonc 1985, pp. 150-58). Insofar as consis-
tency with prior representations influences
accuracy in memory, this emphasis points to
the potential influence of a wide variety of
roles, ascribed statuses, and stereotypes.
Clearly the effect of these social categoriza-
tions on what is perceived and recalled about
other persons is a major area of shared
interest for psychological and sociological
social psychologists.

This brief description of methods in social
cognition cannot cover the diversity of
approaches taken in that field. Even what we
have presented has been greatly oversimpli-
fied. Still, it should be evident that a strong
empirical bent is both a strength and a
limitation of the American approach to social
cognition because of its emphasis on
laboratory-based procedures. As an alterna-
tive, the next section considers a different
approach.

The European Approach: Social
Representations

What we so far have called social cognition
is almost exclusively an American stream of
research. An important alternative is a more
European stream, with affinities to Durkheim-
ian social theory; this approach downplays the
American emphasis on information process-
ing in favor of the study of social representa-
tions. These representations are images and
concepts jointly created and used by members
of a community (Farr and Moscovici 1984a;
Moscovici 1976, 1984; Parker 1987).

Like schematic representations, social rep-
resentations function to give coherence to
perceptions of events, people, and objects in
the world. Unlike the narrowly individualistic
approach of schemas, however, social repre-
sentations are made public through talk and
are used interactively to generate sensible
accounts of events, people, and objects. The
key point is that such representations derive
from ongoing interaction within some existing
social structure. They are the shared cognitive
property of a group rather than the mental
property of unrelated individuals. This shared
quality is what makes them social representa-
tions. Proponents of this approach have
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criticized strongly the reductionist tendencies
in the American approach to social cognition.

In this paper we will include social
representations under the rubric of social
cognition. We do not mean to imply that
social representations should be subsumed
under the American notion of social cogni-
tion. Our view, from a sociological perspec-
tive, is that the shared emphasis on cognition
makes these approaches at least as much alike
as they are different. In some contexts,
however, the more socially oriented approach
found in work on social representations
provides a more fruitful set of opportunities
for sociological social psychologists. In
addition, some sociologists will find the
naturalistic, interpretive approach of the
European variant more congenial than the
laboratory-oriented, positivist American ver-
sion.

THE SELF AND SELF-CONCEPT

We begin by noting briefly the present
consensus about the origins, structure, con-
tent, function, and consequences of the
self-concept within mainstream sociological
social psychology. Then we use this pattern to
consider two different social-cognitive ap-
proaches to the self-concept, the more
cognitive view of American students of social
cognition and the more social view of their
European counterparts. We conclude by
considering the advantages of making connec-
tions among sociology and the American and
European versions of social cognition. This
three-way exchange highlights both what
sociology stands to gain and what it has to
offer.

Sociologists typically define the self-
concept as the total set of beliefs about and
attitudes toward the self as an object of
reflection (Gecas 1982; Rosenberg 1979).
These beliefs and attitudes, it is argued, arise
in early childhood contacts with the physical
environment and in interactions with others
throughout life. Beliefs about and attitudes
toward the self also are argued to be
structured so that, for example, some are
more central than others (Rosenberg and
Kaplan 1981); other descriptions of this larger
structure of the self-concept emphasize the
importance, prominence, or salience of differ-
ent aspects of the self (C. Gordon 1968;
Stryker 1980).

The content of these beliefs and attitudes
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also is seen as varying from individual to
individual, depending on idiosyncratic experi-
ence, although many beliefs and attitudes
about the self may be tied to status positions
held by large numbers of people in a society.
These status-related beliefs about the self
sometimes are known as role-identities
(Burke and Reitzes 1981; McCall and Sim-
mons 1966; Stryker 1980; Stryker and
Statham 1985). Social structure thus can
influence the development and content of
self-conceptions in at least two ways: by
producing patterns of experience that lead to
views of the self as (say) competent or
incompetent, and by placing individuals in
status positions from which they come to
derive a sense of identity.

The self-concept, however, is not simply a
passive reflection of experiences associated
with social structural position; it also devel-
ops out of the experiences that it actively
leads individuals to seek (Rosenberg 1981).
For example, when individuals act with
reference to their ideas about who and what
they are, about what they are capable of, and
about their moral worth, we can say that they
are being guided by self-conceptions. These
self-conceptions in turn may be confirmed or
challenged by the experiences that result; this
process ties self-conceptions to the reproduc-
tion of social structure. When individuals act
to confirm the identities that have been
derived from their status positions, the
consequences are the reproduction of 1) the
behavior patterns that constitute observable
social structure and 2) beliefs about the
normative value or naturalness of the pattern
itself.

We now wish to suggest how these matters
concerning the self-concept might be treated
alternatively within each of the two streams of
thought in social cognition. In the American
variant of social cognition, the analog to the
self-concept is a set of self-schemas. If a
schema is a framework for organizing knowl-
edge, then a self-schema is simply a frame-
work for organizing knowledge about some
aspect of the self. The self-concept thus can
be regarded as consisting of a structured set of
such schemas: organized knowledge about
aspects of the self that are organized in turn
into a larger framework comprising all
knowledge about the self (Fiske and Taylor
1984, pp. 154-59; Markus 1977; Markus and
Sentis 1982). Where a sociologist would say
that a person has a “well-developed sense of
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identity” as (say) a parent, the equivalent
expression in the parlance of social cognition
would be that the person is “highly
schematic” for parenthood.

Within sociology, role-identities (Burke
and Reitzes 1981; Burke and Tully 1977) are
the closest theoretical and empirical analog to
self-schemas, although the two are by no
means identical. For example, both concepts
refer to bits of knowledge about the self, but
self-schemas are used more often to summa-
rize the self in terms of traits (e.g.,
independence or dependence), whereas role-
identities focus on formally defined roles.
Schemas also function in ways that role-
identities do not: a person who is schematic in
a given domain of self usually will be able to
perceive and assimilate information related to
this domain more quickly than information
related to some nonschematized domain.
Although the role-identity concept is sugges-
tive in this regard, its implications for
information processing remain undeveloped.
(For another view on these two approaches to
the self, see Stryker 1990.)

To suggest the benefits of linking these two
approaches to the self and to social cognition,
we will begin by considering what sociolo-
gists can gain from devoting more attention to
self-schemas. We will do this first on a
theoretical level, and then will consider
several possible empirical applications of
these ideas.

At a theoretical level we think that
sociologists, who have conceived of the
self-concept largely as a set of meanings
attached to the self, would benefit from a
more complex view of the self-concept as a
knowledge structure. In this view, the self-
concept can be seen as even more important
for making sense of experience and for
guiding behavior than sociologists typically
have claimed. The social cognition approach
treats the self-concept not merely as a
collection of discrete meanings, but as an
overarching set of mental representations that
guide nearly all aspects of cognition. It seems
that the information we seek most avidly, the
ways in which we process new information,
and the degree to which we are willing to
change our existing cognitions are all deter-
mined largely by the self-schemas with which
we operate (cf. Greenwald and Pratkanis
1984; Kihlstrom and Cantor 1984; Markus
and Wurf 1987; Sherman et al. 1989). Thus
the self is something more than an important
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object that we “take into account” in forming
conduct. As a knowledge structure it deter-
mines what aspects of the social environment
are taken into account, how they are inter-
preted, and how we react to whatever we
learn in the process.

In this regard the contemporary cognitivist
account of the self as a knowledge structure
echoes Mead’s discussion of the place of
imagery in shaping conduct (Mead 1934, pp.
337-46). In Mead’s view, imagery (which is
not only visual, but also tactile, auditory,
etc.) consists of the psychic residue of past
acts. Most important to Mead (1934, p. 342)
is how this imagery functions to fill in our
reality, to structure our perceptions of reality,
and to stimulate new acts to completion.
Imagery attaches to external objects, to
situations, and to ourselves. Self-imagery
thus is functionally parallel to the self as
knowledge structure. It is not something that
resides inertly within us, but rather is an
internal stimulus that “pulls us along” in our
attempts to bring acts to completion. The
results of these acts can lead to the modifica-
tion of whatever imagery we might be using
to guide the acts themselves.

Compared to self-schema theory, the con-
ceptual advantages of the Meadian view are
that it recognizes explicitly the social origins
and functions of self-imagery and that it links
self-imagery to action as both cause and
consequence. Thus it provides an important
point of contact with symbolic interactionists,
who have concentrated not on imagery, as
noted above, but on “meanings attached to
the self.” A Meadian view of self-imagery is
both highly compatible with current work on
self-schemas and too often omitted from
sociological work that is based on interaction-
ism.

In addition to such theoretical connections,
the common themes underlying role-identities
and self-schemas as approaches to the struc-
ture and function of the self point to empirical
links between sociological social psychology
and social cognition. One likely mechanism
for forging this link is the similarity between
the empirical procedures of Peter Burke in
sociology (Burke and Reitzes 1981; cf. Burke
and Tully 1977) and Hazel Markus in
psychology (cf. Markus and Sentis 1982).
This similarity is particularly apparent with
regard to techniques for detecting differences
in self-concepts. Both techniques operational-
ize specific aspects of the self through
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individuals’ responses to lists of potentially
self-descriptive adjectives; both rely on con-
trasts between counterroles and alternative
identities as a way of eliciting self-descrip-
tions. Burke and his co-workers measure the
responses to self-descriptive adjectives on
Likert-type scales, whereas Markus and her
co-workers measure responses to self-descrip-
tive adjectives by reaction times, as described
in the previous section.

These two approaches appear to tap similar
aspects of the self as a cognitive structure.
This parallelism between two different treat-
ments of a core construct provides a rare
opportunity for cross-validation. In particular,
Markus’s measurement procedures often use a
prior assessment of whether or not an
individual possesses a particular identity;
Burke’s measurement procedures are well
designed for exactly this purpose. The
hypothesis is that those who receive higher
scores for a given role-identity through
Burke’s procedures (via a discriminant func-
tion analysis applied to role-relevant adjec-
tives) will be identified as correspondingly
schematic by Markus’s procedures (via their
reaction times to role-relevant adjectives).
That neither field has undertaken this cross-
validation testifies to the lack of empirical
contact between them.

Compared to the American version of
social cognition, the European approach treats
the self-concept as a special kind of represen-
tation: of the self to the self (Farr and
Moscovici 1984b; cf. Markus and Wurf 1987,
pp. 302-05). If this difference were merely a
substitution of terminology it would offer no
conceptual advantage. Taken as a whole,
however, the social representations perspec-
tive suggests fruitfully that we consider how
representations of “the self,” of “selves,”
and of “types of selves” are genuinely
social—that is, products of collective image
construction. The idea is that groups collec-
tively develop ways of thinking about these
things, ways that shape in turn how individu-
als can think about themselves. In this view,
the self-concept is seen as a product of the
historical development of a collectively con-
structed representation of individuality and
selfhood. The individual draws on these
collective representations as the cultural
material from which to construct a self-
concept.

Like self-schemas, the concept of social
representations of the self overlaps with ideas
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about role-identities, which can be regarded
as representations of the types of person it is
possible to be in a given society (cf. Markus
and Wurf 1987, p. 301). Yet instead of
turning inward and linking the representation
to information processing, as does the con-
cept of a self-schema, social representations
turn outward to the society and culture within
which representations are created. The most
important element in this view is how
representations are learned and are modified
continually in social life. This perspective
gives a slightly different twist to the notion of
the self-concept as a social product. It is a
social product because it is a collective
construction that individuals draw on 1) to
make sense of who and what they are in their
lives as members of a society and 2) to
present themselves to other members of
society.

We believe that treating the self in terms of
social representations can lead sociologists to
appreciate more fully the importance of
history, ideology, and power in creating
representations of selves. We might ask, for
example, who controls the creation and
propagation of such representations? What
interests underlie them? What are their
ideological elements? In this sense, consider-
ation of social representations can lead
sociological social psychologists to become
even more sociological in their study of how
role-identities are linked to broader aspects of
social structure.

Although sociologists have studied how
inequality affects selves and role-identities
(see Gecas 1989 for a review, as well as
Gecas and Schwalbe 1983; Mortimer and
Lorence 1979; Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978),
this line of inquiry could be developed much
more richly by drawing on the social
representations approach. One line of investi-
gation might examine how different social
representations of the self arise as a function
of relatively stable aspects of the workplace
or of the class system (e.g., Schwalbe 1986;
Sennett and Cobb 1972). We would, how-
ever, expect issues involving self-representa-
tions to become much more evident in
struggles for power involving economically,
racially, and sexually defined groups. (The
“black is beautiful” campaign of the 1960s is
a notable example of an attempt to create a
new self-representation in such a political
context.) We would advocate studying both
successful and unsuccessful attempts
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to create new, liberating self-representations.
In what ways do these new self-
representations function to create or maintain
solidarity? What are the consequences of
changing self-representations for other self-
relevant cognitions? Clearly self-
representations are a fertile ground for the
study of the relationship between power
struggles and role identities.

This example underscores the need for
diversity in empirical research on the cogni-
tive aspects of the self. We see opportunities
that range from interactionist studies of
self-representations under construction in par-
ticular situations to comparative historical
studies of the construction of images of selves
and selfhood through art, literature, and other
media. The methodological ingenuity of
American sociologists needs to be applied
more vigorously to such analyses.

To this point we have concentrated largely
on what sociologists interested in the self
could borrow from social cognition. What
benefits might arise from an infusion of
sociological conceptions of the self into social
cognition? Consider that self-schemas and
social representations share an interest in the
origins, structure, content, function, and
consequences of self-conceptions. We can
make a distinctly sociological contribution to
social cognition by providing more precise
understandings of how cognitive aspects of
the self are affected by such elements of
social structure as status hierarchies, racial,
sexual, and ethnic segregation, networks, and
patterns of ritual interaction.

One sociological problem that could be
addressed through this approach is determin-
ing how self-evaluations are implicated in
maintaining the legitimacy of stratification
systems. Della Fave (1980) argues that the
legitimacy of societal stratification is sus-
tained in part because subordinate status can
engender evaluations of one’s self as less
competent and less deserving than members
of dominant elites. The important self-
evaluations in this respect, says Della Fave
(1986), are not of personal efficacy or of
moral worth, but of competence to manage
economic and political institutions. We can
reframe this argument in terms of social
cognition by saying that subordinate status
makes it difficult to become self-schematic
for the exercise of control in institutional
contexts. Subordinates thus do not have
access to well-developed images of them-
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selves competently playing dominant roles;
nor, perhaps, can they generate social repre-
sentations that would dispense entirely with
dominant and subordinate roles.

Beyond this one example, such a reframing
suggests the importance not only of self-
evaluations, but of a whole set of self-
schemas deriving from experiences in partic-
ular structural locations. This is a classic
sociological problem upon which we can gain
new purchase by adopting a more cognitive
view of self. As this example also suggests,
however, it is equally important to reverse the
direction of analysis and to ask how self-
schemas and social representations are impli-
cated in the reproduction of social structure.

Overall each of these perspectives on
self-related cognitions has unique strengths,
but each is incomplete in isolation from the
others. The American version of social
cognition enriches our understanding of the
processes by which the mind functions in
individual social beings. The European ver-
sion of social cognition enhances our under-
standing of the contents of mind as cultural
and historical products. Sociology, in turn,
offers the potential for linking these two
approaches by examining the interrelation-
ships among individual selves, social repre-
sentations of selfhood, and larger elements of
social structure. Sociology thus has the
potential to help us understand the mind as
both a social product and a social force.

ROLE THEORY

As for roles, we take the current state of the
art in sociology to be a convergence between
structural and interactionist approaches (cf.
Handel 1979; Heiss 1981; Stryker and
Statham 1985). We, however, prefer a
version of role theory that is simultaneously
more interactionist and more cognitive (cf.
Callero 1986; Schwalbe 1987; R.H. Turner
1985; Wiley and Alexander 1987). Such a
version of role theory offers new ground on
which theoretical and empirical work in
sociology merges with social cognition. In
this view, roles become important in two
ways: as determinants of how information is
perceived and processed, and as internal
representations used to guide behavior and to
align conduct with others.

By comparison, the applications of role
theory that have been used in social cognition
are based on a narrow, structural conception
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of roles as objects of perception (e.g., Fiske
and Taylor 1984, pp. 159-67). Our intent is
to move beyond this conception by combining
a role-theoretic version of symbolic interac-
tionism with schema theory drawn from
social cognition. Using concepts such as
“perspective” and “expectation,” interaction-
ist role theorists argue that the perception of
social objects (i.e., the recognition of mean-
ingful things) is influenced by the social role
that an individual plays in a given situation.
This view contrasts with the universalistic
conceptions of prototypes, scripts, and such
that schema theorists employ. For example,
when schema theorists study the typical
sequence of events that constitute a “restau-
rant script” (e.g., finding a seat, examining a
menu, ordering the food), they pay little
attention to the fact that a customer, a
waitress, and a restaurant owner possess
different versions of this script. Schema
theorists thus gloss over the matter of how the
perception and interpretation of information
generated by an event can vary depending on
one’s interests and standpoint, as embodied in
one’s role.

The realization that role-based differences
in social location can produce differences in
mental representations is a first step toward
research on how social structure affects social
cognition. Methods for collecting scripts and
other forms of schemas are already well
developed in social cognition research. A
research program that uses role theory to
compare schemas drawn from appropriate sets
of roles presents a relatively straightforward
opportunity for applying techniques from
social cognition to sociological questions.

In one example of such research, Morgan
and Spanish (1987) examined how differences
in roles and role taking produced differences
in the scripts that professors and students
generated to describe two mutually relevant
interactions. They found that when using
standard script-generating instructions, with
no references to roles, students mentioned
more actions by students than did professors,
and vice versa. Thus there was no single
script for each of these interactions, but two
different, role-dependent scripts. Further,
when additional groups of professors and
students were asked to write the same script
from the point of view of the other role, the
original differences effectively were reversed.
This finding showed that each group was able
to adopt the other’s perspective, if cued to do



