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AL . ’ ’ Pronouns and Social’Self .

.‘ ’ ' . . "y o . ) s
;/; ' Pronouns and the Soc1a1 Self in Mother Child Conversat1on -
> ' i “ '
s ) Soc1o]og1sts y1ew language as the means by which cu]ture is ' ’ |

' - . .

RN o transmitted from one generation to’ the next It 1s a]so viewed as

Ve the 1nstrument through which the soc1a1 se]f is deve]oped (Cooley, \ o

. P 1902 Bain, 1936). Mead (1934), one'of the 1ead1ng.contenders of
‘- this theoretical position, asserts that the child is born without-
a social self’. Deve]opment of the‘social self results from family

and peer group interaction where the child learns to take the role QV

- of the "signifjcant" ojher and the "genera]1zed" other. Out of - A
’ .

Mthese exper1ences, two components of the self deyelop the "I" o ' ' .
and the ' me For Mead, the gs 1s the creative or spontaneous

. aspect, of the sedfv It is sbmet1mes ca]]ed the acting self. The
“"me" is that part of the se]f that is an organ1zat1on of: the 1nter-

‘nalized att1tudes of others The "me" consc1ous1y reg1sters and

" ‘ ' ) _takes acoqunt ‘of the att1tudes of soc1ety. 0f the two components,
\\\;j ,Mead asserts that the YI" is first to develop That is, the child :
first bécomes aware of, himself as subJect rather than object. "No L .
o -doubt, .Mead'derives his theoreticaﬁ;posttion in part from Cooley's .
’i" :' (1902) ear11er obseryatrons on thé-use of se]f—words by a child.. ' &) .

' W1th the birth of his third child, Cooley dec1ded to keep a de-

tailed record of her speech\deve}opment‘€1th special attention ' «i
* directed towards pronoun usage. These observations suggest that . ) ‘ “\

', norma] use of se&f—words seems to hav been acqu1red by the

v ' th1rty~th1rd month A rep11cat1on of this. study by Bain (1936)

)
~ Iy P

\produced str1k1ng1y sﬁmw]ar resultsfy Both scho]arstacknowJedge
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that’ the- infant's use of "I" Js socia] " The "I" réfers to the self- .

. . as-interactor, not to the bodi]y seﬁf~ In fact ‘Bain contends that

2
the bodily se]f as object has on]y the vaguest meaning for‘an 1n-

[

fant.. ’h1s view is a]so supporited By R1aget (1926) who ma1nta1ns _

- that a ch11d s earliest speech is egocentr1c speech (prov1d1ng

B
v

S p]easure pr1mar11y for the speaker) Whereas Cooley and Bain ad~

: /h\ 2 dress themse]ves to children under three, Piaget. contends that this
’ . is a characteristic of ch11dren S speech through .the ages of six. _
ér seVen Th1s egocentr1c trait has also been d1scussed by Peevers /.

and Secord (1973) who\note that presChoo] children appear to have

e /
}1tt1e appreciation of other persons as d1st1nct un1que 1nd1v1duals

and react to them more 1n*terms of the1r material possess1ons and

. . . i
. social sett1ng~ - . ..

r r

. *‘:' . The 1mportance of 1nd1v1dual se]f in the early déye]opment of
'soc1a1 se]f , seems we]] estab]zshed in the 11terature However,\"

! ,emp1r1ca1 man1festat1ons of th1s theoret1ca1 phenomenon appear s

., lacking. A]though both Coo]ey and Bain observe pronouns as\nndaca-

. Ui
Y. tors of soc#al.self development, the1r observat1ons are at Best

under three years of age. This’ research will exam1ne the use of pena N

-
} ’J

\ sonal pronouns in a much Jarger. sample of ch11dren snx years of . age

~l" It 1sshypothes1zed that the ch11d s use of perSOnal pronouns Wil .

M\-

,ny' : reflect an emphasis and awareness of the socnal self as actor 4Ihe v
4 4y ” Y.

self as subJect will be 1ess sa11ent at th1§ stage of deve]opment.

F .

sketchy. Each's observat1ons/are a]so carr1gd out on a s1n§1e chi}d P

<
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D'the adu]t'pattern as shown by co]]ege students (Tab]e

'D"' RPN
Pronoﬁns and Soc1a} Sélf
L] # ’

V4 .
. *,4;' ) . . /,« a

, -3
‘ o7 JERNRY.
S~ 3 M)

60 percent of the mother sfpersonalireferences are d1rect1y to .

-~ . ’ 4'(

N
-

’%”
the ch11d i the form of you Pronbmwna] referencés - to: the

can be-noted that un]tke the ch11d the mother 1s Just as 11ke1y

" te- use,"we”,as she 1s«to uge “%" o
.,,., % “

/'\'

~
N

P

:of‘t "contagiOUS Poisson to he‘érdered dis- -

tr1but1oh of pronom;na] forms 1nd1cates that the 1strﬂiut1on is *
not of, tﬁe Po1ssqn§k§p Co1eman 1964). :The fit is extreme]y
.poor,g-‘-uﬁ& ppor gt can, no doubt be attrwbuted to he child's

excéss1ve u5e of "I" and. %he mother's excess1ve use of {you":

’

To more fuﬁ}& uaderstand the data, it will be he]pfu] toxcompare

on-with

LS

the use of’yeré%na] references in mother- chw]d converiat
2)
(Al]en anq?Guy,ééérthcom1ng). Contrary to both the mother s and

the - ch11d‘s pa;terns,—the order of prohoun use for the co]]ege
&
\student 1s se]f, partner, specific other and génera) other, and
SN~y
f1na11y We group. The genera] frequency of pron0m1na1 references

is’ one word 1é ten. In the mother-cha]d conversation, thws

ern’ 15 dfgsf1ca11y changed. The rate of pronoun use is one

1

nn%sev%p, or approximately 43 percent greater. fhe most

S

'”.reme and%conswstent differences in the’ mother-child and addﬂt
§ .

' ’
7

T e
§5-.

i

e g
S x..-:L e

-
o~

e

¥,

o
e
d
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1than do co]]ege students However, the child's use of immediate ~

‘of se]f reference is rec1pr0ca1 to the ch11d s 1eve1 of reference »

‘of se]f wh11e remov1ng herse]f from cons1derat1on Th1s processa

then deflects the child's attent1on te th1rd persons as spec1f1c

Nom1nat1ve versus Accusative Pronom1na1 Referehces o ' R

. ’ ’ -
- v ! . s i . :
» > D
~ ! .

-
.

Pronqun$ and S ia] JSelf I . |
5 ' 6 . d - . ' |
patterns cah be v1ewed in the distributions of pronominal references
to self, immediat ot er, and spec1f1c other. Both boys and girls

4

maintain a h1gher rate of reference to self and spec1f1c other .
A
other-references is cons1derab1yiﬁower than that.of;the coldege

student The mother’s prononina1 pattern (when ta]king to her . _

h11d) is a]so qu1te d1fferent from that of the student lee . . ?i:\
the ch11d ghe mot\Er s use of spec1f1c other references is con-
s1derab1y h1gher than that of the co]]ege student In contrast

to the child, the mother's use of se]f references is cons1derab1y
1ower than that.of\the student whereas her yse of 1mmed1ate other .

H -
references is s1gn1f1cant1y h1gher Exam1n1ng JUSt the mother- ‘f

o N

child- dyads 1t is 1nterest1ng to note that the mother s level

- .

to the mother This is an unexpected f1nd1ng.wh1ch 1eads Jus -to * L

guess thatsthe mother ds effect1ve1y sharpen1ng the ch11d s,sense’

others and*may be, a mechan1sm to overcome and remove the mother- . . ¥

ch11d mon po]y of the pre =school years. This strategy sg%qu even-

. tua11y 1ead the chn]d to acqu1re a. pattern of pronom1na1 refer ces -

\ .
similar to that oﬁ the co]]ege student : - o o

N . -, \-“
T . - - ' s / - K -

- [ . - . * &
. : ) } .

IR
A The.grammatfcal form of the pronoun can a]so ass1st in evaTyy

';at1ng soc1a1 se1f deve]opment Ln the case of the nominative forms,

~ »*

Y
—
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-’ '." \ ‘ .
Method. , -~ .: = . .
' —t M - ,"--‘:\

Six year o]ds gnd the1r mothers ware panred in ‘128 un1que
"dyads‘and were asked to ta]k together on- any tOpiC for approxaﬂ‘\ .
mately f1ve m1nutes They were told that the purpose of the ,\ "
research was to’ 1earn hgw mothers and ch11dren talk to each other |
£ / The 128 dyads were even]y divided among b]ack and white fam111es.‘
They, were almost evenly d1V1ded by sex of ch11d (ma]es = 65;

'females —.63)}' Care waf taken to 1nsure that in each dyad the six

‘year o]d was eather an only ch11d or an o]dest child. Th1s pre-

4
“:fil caut1on was taken in order to av01d var1at1on in language patterns‘

-

attrnbutab]e to 1m1tat1ng older s1b11ngs AT of the ch1Tdren .

“had completed k1ndegarten and-were normal in Speecho hearing, .and

\

. >~ +" vision as were their. mothers e

- °
>

~

‘At the onset of the researchers v1s1t, edch ch11d was
B ) prom1sed a small gift (to be presented at the end of the visit) .
- ) . as a token of apprec1at1on for participating 39 fhe study Each
s 9 "ch1]d was a]so pcom1sed/the opportun1t5 to 11sten to the- tape )
. : recording 1 The promises of a g1ft and pdayback of the record1ng
. ' 7served as- mot1vat1ng forces for the children w1th~one except1on

A ' One hyperact1ve boy refused to 11sten to the recové%ng and seemed '

© -

' un1ntereséed in reCe1v1ng a g1ft ,
. " . Each of the 128 samp]es was carefu]]y transcr1bed from the
‘X
tape record1ng by a team of two researchers and then rechecked Lot

X
"

¢ *
% . - ‘ : !

. AN ‘ ) o

et " 1The primary purpose of the. p]ayback was to 1dent1fy doubtfu]
words for the- typewr1tten transcr1pt

-
A (
A . .
’ ; o
° s S ..
- 0 l. A .
. Rl
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against the original tapes. . These transcFipts were coded onto ) ot

"computer cards and verified ’The researchers .then prepared aj'
computer program to sort and count a]] words in the records, 1dent1-
. fying a]] 1nputs as mother s or child's. The datd were processed

on a Xerox Sigma 9 and(dn an IBM 360/65

-

Resu]ts and Discussion' . . <;&:

An exam1natlon of the average use of pronoun forms per .
ldyad by race and sex shows a clear and d1st1nct preference on the ) i é; :
part of the ch11d for se]f reference (Table 1). The most fre- - -
quently used pronoun by the ch11d is "M, c]eariy estab11sh1ng '
self as actor. The comb1ned usage of se]f—refErence pronouns'
(1, e, we, us) exceeds the usage of a]l other: pronouns (you,
-they, them, he, she, h1m, her) \5e1f~reference pronouns are ‘
followed in usage by Spec1f1c other references (he, ‘she, h1m, her).
The 1east used pronom1na1 references by “the child are references
to the immediate other (you) and-to the 'generalized other (they, :
them). - . | ‘ ' ) . o

N ) s "
.+ - Tabde 1 about here’ . - ' <

’ .
* ) . A3

-
- .

An exam1nat10n of the mother's pronom1na1 usage shows a

7

marked]y d1fferent pattern, ’The ‘mother seems to forget herself, y ’

and to proJect socially to and for the child because her se]f,-

> A ZERN}
»

references are re]at1ve1y 1nfrequent ‘and her reference to the

1mmed1ate other is a]most obsess1ve1y predominant. Approximately

»
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nt

, "they" \"he"; and "she", the pronour is’ usually the S

N '

X qu "WE

1n1t1a1'word of a c]ause or sentence., In genera] the person - =

! R v ) T
1nd1cated in the nomﬁnat1ve case is the actor. or source of action.— <<?—\

o The act1on may be socﬁa] physical, or menta} or 1t may s1mp1y o —

. .
- .

indlcate a cond1t1on or character1st1c of the subject. ‘But there . B

—— -
t .

I gs at Teast an imp]icit projection from the subject to the externat’

realm. _- . : L o 0 PR
. - * N -

. . A similar but comp]ementa(yernct1on may b ascrfbed to the - : ’//f
. ! /

- o .accusat1ve ronominal forms me", "us"- “them”, "him" » and "her",
e, p

L&

This form denotes a person who is the taiget or rec1p1ent of action. —,

The social s1gn1f1cance of this posat1on is that of the second term,
N i — .
or the 1nfer1or term of the exchange. In the case of soc1a1 act1on,

,. ) R
S the obJect is the essent1a1 but 1esser ha1f of which the source - )
- of action 1s’the pr1mary half. - . ) L -
. _— . c. . N . ! ) :;“ ' - s
o v s . Table' 3 about her o . . . VRS f ' '
l - B ‘ " ¢ ) ,/ < v : T ’ C .
Categorvz1ng pronominal references as nom1natTve or accusative
> . i, B '
- . and exam1n1ng the data from th1s perspect1ve, a dec1ded1y h1gh?r AP
T proport1on of nom1nat1Ve’Torms can be found Th1s preference for .

the nom1nat1ve over the accusat1ve is somewhat greater for the " . .

. ch11d 3 speech patterns than for "the mother 3 a]though 1% is man1- " N
| )

fest in ‘both. Th1s pagtern is s1m11a5 for all persons, b]ack and

+white, ma]e anq female, The ch11d s greatest preference for the

. /

nominative over the accu$at1ve form is for sePf}keferences (1, meé,
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' - we, us) with a mean ratfo of 4.70:1. These data suggest that the ~

/  child-as social;actor'issmainly the source of action ‘and is less
frequéntlygthe object of action‘ The mother s meap ratio fbr self
references is much lower (2 80: 1), suggest1ng a greater tendency
to view self as both subJect and obJect By contrast the ch1ld s ¢

use of the\general1zed other (they, them) shows a-mean ratio of

' f .4 2 25: 1, suggest1ng a ‘more equal d1str1but1on of the nom1nat1ve~ g

‘ e ,accusative forms. ATh1s tendency towards equalization, is somewhat" .

'misleading though. A more accurate 1nterpretat1on of‘the'data
would\make reference.to an underdeveloped general1zed other. tIn
other words, -t \ﬁs general1zed ‘other does. not seem td be adequately
developed at th1s age For the child's use of speC1f1c other.
‘pronouns (he, she, him, her)., the ratio is most errat1c "This
rat1o is much higher for blacks than for wh1tes It is also con-\"

. s1derably hlgher for males than for females The data suggest

.‘that percept1on of the spec1f1c other as ObJeCt is in the’ pro-

N cessqmﬁ\develop1ng and wil? precede full development ,of the gener-

alized‘otherﬁ Additionally, females and whites appear to be °

. . AY

. acquir1ng th1s percept1on more rapidly than males’ and blacks
N ) ‘ ) ~

) gonclusion’ ' Lol - )
. . . UV 3
oot : !The data tend to support the crux of Mead's .discussion
desfr:b1ng the development of. the social self. The "I is‘the

o | sourqe of- act1on and appears ‘to develop f%rst The Tnde1dual as’ b,

- |
subJect rather than obJect dom1nates in the child's use of pnonouns

‘ ) " The "me“'as the rec1p1ent of actjon is-relatively underdeveloped ,. :

I

.




AR

N at six. This dimension of self appears;to develop at a later

Pronouns anngocfal Self -

stage. The child is‘rapidly gainino awareness of the specific

other. ‘However, his awareness of the genera]ized other 1s deve]op-

‘

\1ng more s]ow]y Perhaps most surprising is the ch11d s seem1ng
ﬁ

- tack of awareness ‘of the 1mmed1ate other Th1s lack of awareness

’ a‘\

appears to be- art1f1ca11y 1nduced by the mother who uses excess1ve1y

~

the’ 1mmed1ate other reference, The mother's extreme]y high use

-

of th1s reference (you) and’ her extreme]y low use of self refer-
ences seem. to effect a comp]ementary pattern in the chitd.” More
spec1f1ca]1y, the ch11d g 1mpe11ed Jnto a much more frequent

reference to’ self, and conceivably, to aﬁ,uqcreased level of
ﬂ_assert1veness anq act}on. If this'*is the case, we may have evi-
&

» “dence of a socfa] wean1ng process wh1ch read1es the child for a -

S
\\ . )

Y. . - L ad

hwgher 1e¥el of .autonomy and assert1veness as he prepares to take

on a new ro1e w1th1n the forma] educat1ona1 system. Certa1n]y,

. -

the data lend empirical ev1dence to Mead S d1scuss1on regard1ng

o, *

O *

! f‘ the.deve%opment and proJect1bn of. the social -self.
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