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Aristotle once characterized unhappiness as a form of discord or division in the soul.  He characterized happiness and virtue, on the other hand, as a cultivated balance between the two sides of the human psyche.  He believed that to every human being there belonged a rational and an irrational side, one side corresponding to reason and order and the other corresponding to emotion and appetite.  The problem of ethics and politics, therefore, was considered to be one of helping individuals bring their appetites and emotions under rational legislation, i.e., in harmony with reason.
  

This simplistic picture of human nature has dominated western thought for over two millennia.  Immanuel Kant, perhaps the most influential figure in modern ethics, shared this basic assumption.  Although Kant diverged from Aristotle in many significant ways (not the least of which was his insistence that happiness was not directly relevant to the questions of morality), he nevertheless accepted the conception of human beings as fundamentally dual beings, as divided between a rational and an irrational side.  The "noumenal" self, according to Kant, was Reason, and the "phenomenal" self was inclination and appetite.  The moral life for Kant consisted in acting from Reason and not from inclination.  Morality required, that is, that one simply lean towards the rational side of the self.

Common sense, which is both a byproduct of and breeding ground for such intellectualizations, gives the same basic account of personality.  Our behavior, we are told, is a function of a simple choice between good and bad.  With the proverbial angel and devil standing on either shoulder, the moral agent must decide whether to lean to the left or the right.  Morality is a simple bivalency: if we wander or barge into the wrong side of the equation, it is most often a sign of willful depravity or careless neglect.  Social ills, therefore, can be explained easily by assigning blame to some individual or (easier yet) some unpopular group of willfully recalcitrant individuals.

Were it ever the case that the moral life was so simple, it is certainly not true today.  Conflicting duties are not the exception, but the norm.  Most of us have more than two competing images of him or herself from which to "choose" and receive conflicting messages as to how to pursue any given alternative.  Many of us do not even have enough of a sense of who the 'I' is who is supposed to be making "the choice" to even articulate the anxiety felt in facing these alternatives.  Moreover, those who have been marginalized have typically been stripped of personal and social identity in the process, making their disenfranchisement all the more irreversible.  In short, the pluralism in which we find ourselves at the coming of the new millennium poses problems about which our common sense notions of self and personal identity have little to say.  Many of these problems are ones that our intellectual ancestors could not even have dreamt of--except, perhaps, as abstract possibilities.

The intellectualizations of today, of course, do not simplify the self in such a way.  From the skeptical musings of David Hume
 to the science fiction scenarios of Derek Parfit
 to the ironic challenges of Richard Rorty,
 it is clear that intellectuals have largely abandoned the idea of a ready-made self struggling between two very simple alternatives.  What is not clear, however, is what positive information and constructive help these contemporary theories have to offer.  We are living in a world where absence of personal identity is more than a logical problem, where the contingency of self is more than an ironic twist to personal existence.  What we face today and we must confront is the concrete reality of people with disparate and fractured selves.


I.  Troubled Youth
Nowhere is this fracturing of self more apparent to me than in the case of our troubled and delinquent youth.  I am reminded of my experience as a house parent at a home for troubled young men.  For eighteen months I lived with and cared for twelve boys, ages 8 - 20 years old.  There was much during my stay that puzzled and perplexed me, but one thing in particular troubled me immensely.  It was a vexing problem, not only for me, but for the director of the institution, as well as for youth homes generally.  The trouble was this: many of the boys--too many--were incorrigible.  It's not that they were sarcastic, impudent, and recalcitrant.  They were, of course, but so are most children--and appropriately so.  Any child without these traits is likely to be ill indeed.  I mean these kids were INCORRIGIBLE. They were REALLY incorrigible--they could not be corrected.  There were some who were fully and with great certainty aware that there would be disastrous consequences to follow certain forms of behavior, but would still engage in that behavior.  Sometimes the "disastrous consequences" would be in the form of punishment (it didn't seem to matter what kind); sometimes it was a natural consequence such as personal injury.  These were the children who could not be convinced or threatened into good productive behavior. Moral arguments certainly did not work; but neither did arguments (or threats) that appealed to self-interest.  The latter point was particularly troublesome to our director, since he held (as do most Americans) that children--people in general--are at bottom egoists.

I remember discussing some of the more difficult cases with him, and how we scratched our heads trying to figure out whether it wasn't simply the case that some of them are just rotten to begin with and stupid to boot.  In many ways this would have been a convenient hypothesis; it certainly would have made it easier on us psychologically.  We could just give up and feel justified in doing so; but I knew (and am sure my director did too) that such a move is surely a cop out, and that it wouldn't help the child (and would probably hurt him) if we were simply to label him and forget him.

Being mindful of the need to come up with some hypothesis that helps solve the problem, and being aware of the special circumstances of the boys in question, something occurred to me.  I had been pouring through George Herbert Mead's Mind, Self and Society in preparation for a course I was to teach in American Pragmatism.  Mead's view of self is that its emergence and development takes place in stages, and that we can speak meaningfully about degrees of selfhood.  For Mead, the question with respect to personal identity is not simply whether a self is self-identical from one moment to the next (a question which has preoccupied philosophers for much too long), but how and to what degree a human organism can have a self concept which guides it in conduct.  What occurred to me is that the boys who would not and apparently could not act in their own self-interest, would not do so because they had no significant self concept to which they could appeal.  They lived in a very narrow present, being incapable of identifying with the future selves that would be harmed by their behavior.  Something about their existential circumstances made it so that they had fragmented selves.  Having come from "broken homes," they had broken selves, and those who had come from multiply broken homes seemed to have multiply broken selves--compound fractures of the soul, if you will.  

All of this seemed to fit, especially given that the boy with the greatest problems--the one with the least sense of self-interest--was one who had been in as many homes as he was years old (nine years, nine homes).  The hypothesis made sense, yet what troubled me then, and has troubled me since, is the question of how such a problem--the lack of self-concept (or, personal identity in the more personal sense)--can be overcome.  Can the problem be rectified?  If so, how? If not, how might we prevent it in the future?  Can we characterize some adult problems as symptomatic of the same lack of personal identity?

Questions such as these have driven me to consider how we as moral educators might create more fully developed selves--beings capable of seeing themselves as agents interacting in a social process.  To that end, I shall explain, presently, Mead's model of self as outlined in his Mind, Self, and Society, and then draw out the implications, both for how we are to educate our youth (be they wards of the state or children of our own) and for how we might help each other as adults.


II.  Mead's Analysis of Self and Society
Mead begins with the idea of the human organism as existing in a social context.  We are beings with a certain physical form in an environment that is both precarious and stable.
  We are in need of food, shelter and other basic goods and need each other's help to secure them.  Our youth need a particularly long period of nurture and care from both parents and community
 before reaching (relative) independence.  The combination of our instinctive drives towards food, sex, and parenting and the long period of maturation to adulthood conspire to create a human environment that necessitates interaction and cooperation.  It is out of this context of cooperation and mutual need that the self emerges.

Drawing on the work of Darwin and Wundt on the concept of a gesture, Mead explains how self consciousness--the first stage in the development of the self--emerges out of the use of significant symbols.  Human beings, since they are in need of one another and therefore must live amongst each other, must learn to anticipate what each other is doing by reading gestures as signs of more overt behavior to come.   We read each other's facial expressions and bodily movements as signs of behavior to follow, so when someone clenches his teeth and balls his fists, we know to expect trouble.  On the other hand, when someone approaches with open arms and a smile we (ordinarily) expect friendly interaction.  Gestures, in short, are attitudes, that is, the beginnings of acts.  After some experience with them, we can read them as signs of something more, and adjust our conduct accordingly.  

But the capacity to read signs does not give us self-consciousness. As Hume showed us more than two centuries ago, any being capable of sentience is capable of associating images and reacting accordingly.
  The key to self-conscious for Mead is in the concept of significance.  All gestures have meaning insofar as they can be read as signs of something to come, but gestures take on significance, become significant symbols, as the gesturer comes to recognize that the symbol is being used for the very purpose of showing that there is something to come.  That is, significant symbols are gestures consciously made.  The question, of course, is how we come to do this.  The common assumption has been that there is a pre-existing self that is self aware and decides to use these gestures in this way (because it is in his or her interest, presumably to do so); but this is clearly wrong.  There is no self-interested party already there looking for tools to secure a better future for him or herself.
  For Mead, self consciousness emerges as we come to respond to our own gestures at the same time as those around us.  One of the peculiarities of the verbal gesture is that we can hear it as others do.  The fact that we can hear ourselves makes for the possibility of a common response from speaker and listener (whether or not the gesture is made in a conscious manner).  A baby, for instance, can upset itself at the sound of its own cry, hearing it, interpreting it as a sign of distress, and responding to it as such (thus creating at the same time an escalation of the original problem!).  Initially, the mutual response to the gesture is no doubt unconscious, but after it happens a few times, the gesturer and the audience recognize the similarity of response and begin to identify the two responses as a common response.  What results is a simultaneous internalization of other and externalization of self. That is, we see their response as our response and our response as theirs.

Mead calls this initial act of self-awareness the first stage in the development of self and characterizes it as "taking the attitude of the other."
  This stage marks our ability to see ourselves as others do.  Having internalized the other, we are now in a position to adjust our behavior to accommodate the anticipated response of the other.  By the same token, having externalized the self, we can also see others as ourselves and anticipate their behavior by comparing it to our own.  The result is the emergence of internal dialogue and the beginning of mental life.

This much is achieved by any child spoken to on a regular basis.  The first stage of self, self-consciousness, is present in anyone (or anything) capable of linguistic behavior.  The next stage--the one that appears to be lacking in so many of us today--is the stage of the unified self.  This stage of self is not one that exists as all or nothing, but as more or less.  The problem for us is primarily one of how to get more (though sometimes, perhaps, less!). 

A self, inasmuch as it takes the attitude of the other, acts in anticipation of the response from that other.  This response to anticipation of response makes for a self that is dialectical, one that is both subjective (spontaneous) and objective (conventional).  Mead expresses this dialectical character of the self in terms of 'I' and 'me.'  The 'me' corresponds to an internalized other which makes demands on us (by virtue of our anticipations), and the 'I' is what responds to those demands.  The 'I' is spontaneous and the 'me' is conventional.  Since we interact with more than one other, this dialectical character is multiply complex.  For every association to which we belong there is a set of anticipated responses that we are responding to.  That is, there is a 'me' demanding responses from an 'I' for every other with whom we interact.  The self, then, is not merely the interaction of an 'I' and a 'me', but a nexus of interacting 'I's and 'me's operating more or less simultaneously.
  

Notice that Mead's dialectical picture of self is unlike the accounts given by Aristotle and Kant in at least two ways.  First, there is not merely a dual self, but a nexus of interactions of 'I's and 'me's.  This recognition of multiple sub-selves accounts for the complex character of human personality in a way that a dual conception cannot.  Second, the relation between 'I' and 'me' is fully dialectical, that is, the self is a third
 emerging out of this interaction.  Both Kant and Aristotle had identified the "true self" with reason and had viewed the other half of our dualistic nature as somehow extraneous or corrupting; Mead, on the other hand, picks no favorites, but simply acknowledges the complexity of the human self.

This view of self as complex nexus of sub-selves inverts some of our old questions regarding personality.  In the past we might have been tempted to ask how multiple-personality and schizophrenia are possible; the better question given the foregoing analysis is whether and how there can be unity at all!  Perhaps this is what David Hume had in mind when he turned his gaze inward in search of a self and declared that all he could find was a bundle of perceptions.  All one needs to do is reflect on the various directions her roles are pulling her if she wants to feel doubtful about who she is.

For Mead, the answer to the question of unity lies in the concept of the "generalized other."  To the extent that the various activities in which we engage have a common goal, or, end-in-view, we shall interpret our various responses to the various demands eliciting them as many responses to the same basic demand.  To the extent that these common goals are missing, we are likely to look upon each other as objects of indifference, at best, mistrust, at the worst.  Mead uses the game of baseball to illustrate.  Players are required to do many things during a game.  A short stop must catch the ground ball heading towards her, anticipating the throw to the awaiting first baseman,
 or to second base (if there's a runner at first), or elsewhere as the situation demands.  There are a variety of responses to a single event of a ground-ball-hit-at-short, though the idea in each case is the same--retire the side.  As a hitter, the same short stop is required to perform actions quite different from the acts of fielding, but the overall call to response is the same--to win the game.  Similarly, the various roles played by the players have a common end-in-view, so that the various demands of the teammates have become internalized as instances of a general demand to win the game.  We might even go beyond the winning mentality and see even the demands of the umpires and members of the other team as general demands for excellence in athleticism and spirit.  Or we might, on the other hand, fall into the common trap of hyper-individualizing our behavior. "Show-boating" is a relatively benign example of this, accepting bribes is the malignant limiting case.

The internalization of general demands is what Mead calls "taking the attitude of the generalized other."  This attitude is the key to unifying the disparate modes of behavior of an individual into a unified body of conduct and what makes for the second stage of self: an individual with a self-concept, with personal identity, or, character.

Unified conduct creates unified selves.  As the demands of the others solidify into common goals, we generalize the internalized others into a generalized other.  What makes this organization of demands possible is an organization of associations, what Mead calls an institution.  For every generalized other whose attitude we take, there is an organization of activity--an institution--that makes this possible.  Just as there are various selves working together to form an institution, there are (by virtue of the institution) various sub-selves "working together" to form a unified self.

Society, on this account, is not merely a collection of individuals, and not merely an organization of individuals; it is an organization of organizations of organized attitudes.  There are sub-selves which themselves make up selves, which make up institutions, which in turn make up "super institutions," or, society at large.  Society, in its most complex form, is the interaction of all these entities.  Interestingly, every entity in the process can be characterized both as a self and as a society, but this is only because Mead has blurred the distinction between self and society.

Such an account explains why Mead saw institutions as personal sort of entities, organizations that could be called organisms, and really a type of self.  But we must be careful.  Mead did not follow Hegel in making the organic whole more important than the individual.  Although our task here is to find how one might acquire more unity in the self we have to acknowledge that too much unity can be just as pernicious as not enough (actually, more pernicious, given our long history of organized atrocity).  

Liberals, libertarians, and anarchists tend to be suspicious of institutions, and for good reason.  Institutions have always tended to be static beings, putting more emphasis on convention and conformity that anything else.  The result has been a brutal uniformity imposing itself on individuality and difference.  Less official institutions such as gangs and cults are also capable of exploiting our desire for stability and unity for inappropriate purposes.  But the tendency towards complete uniformity is nothing more than what it is--a tendency.  Institutions can also be dynamic inasmuch as they can allow for growth and change within their organization.  What we need is a balance, in both our institutions and in our personhood, between too much unity and not enough.  A dynamic structure which finds this balance is Dewey's and Mead's ideal of democracy. 


III.  Institutional Consequences 
The implications for practice are important. In the case of our youth--particularly, the institutionalized youth--we must first of all strive to give them consistent sets of demands.  As trite as this suggestion may sound, the implications are far reaching.  Consistency is not merely logical consistency; there must also be a sense of personal continuity and an establishment of routine.  What is common among children of "broken homes" is the lack of a sense of continuity in what they do and who they are.  They either had no guidance and were left to the many disparate influences surrounding them on any given day, or had care-givers, who, for one reason or another used the children as means of combating one another by contradicting the demands of the other adult(s). For children with a history of many different homes, the problem is more acute.  It is likely that such children have a separate self for every home to which they have belonged--different demands, different routines (if any), all conspiring to divide the child into different personalities.  For those in the field of youth home administration, such an account brings with it an imperative, one that goes beyond the obvious requirement that we give the children consistent demands and provide them with some sense of routine and regularity.  The imperative is one that good administrators know intuitively, yet the system tends to ignore: we must keep the children in the same place as long as possible.  Do not move them from care-giver to care-giver and certainly not from home to home.  Make sure the child is placed in the right environment to begin with and then keep him there.

Second, children, like everyone else, need a sense of personal history.  Beyond the need for consistency of expectation and conduct, there is a need to identify oneself with a future self, and this, it seems to me, is predicated on a retention of a past.  Children, of course, have an excellent memory, and if they have experienced the consistency sketched above, they will be able to find a continuity from which to infer a future; but I maintain that they need all the help they can get.  One of the advantages of staying in one place with one group of care-givers is that there is opportunity for discussion of the past, be it a recent event or a distant one.  Such recollection helps solidify one's concept of self, provided that there is continuity there and it is interpreted as such.

Lastly, organized activity such as games, sports, and group projects will help create unity in conduct as well as provide training for a future life in the larger society.  Again, this may sound trite, but it is crucial that children engage in projects where there is diverse activity organized about a common (set of) goal(s).  Traditionally, institutionalized boys were required to work.  That practice has fallen out of fashion, presumably because it was perceived as punishment for their mischief; but whether or not it was punishment, such a practice was in fact therapeutic--infinitely better than showers of gifts and material possessions, now so common a means of "helping" these troublesome youth.

The implications for adults are no different in principle.  After all, given this account of self, the difference between child and adult is not a difference in kind but one of degree.
   Personal history and discussions thereof are nearly as important for adults as for children.  Engaging in cooperative activities--especially of the democratic sort--also enables adults to grow and achieve a greater sense of self.  I shall not dwell on these points here.  What is worth pausing over in closing is the need for coherence in all personal life--adult or otherwise.  Most of us live lives of disparate interests, not to mention incompatible and otherwise inconsistent demands and "obligations."  As parents, we ought to (and do) have an interest in spending time with our families, yet as professionals, we ought to devote ourselves and have an interest in our trade.  As church members, we are required to seek moral purity and treat every other as a neighbor, yet as patriots we are to treat others as potential (if not actual) enemies.  Many of our institutions stress cooperation and love, while others emphasize competition and mistrust.  Some admonish frugality and conservation, while others encourage extravagance and consumption.  The result quite often is subtle (if not stark) confusion, and too often a vague feeling of unhappiness.

Given the complexity of modern life, it may be that such a state of confusion and unhappiness is inevitable.  One might even argue that any attempt to find more unity would create a dangerous uniformity in our collective conduct.  Static institutions, after all, may be more dangerous than none at all.  But I cannot help but think that a better balance could be found.  Contradictory commands do more than confuse people and make them unhappy; it places them in a theatre of the absurd.  Such absurdism brings more than the apathy, selfish cynicism, and ironic complacency so prevalent amongst the more privileged; it also brings nihilism, violence, and havoc.
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