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The Definition of the Situation
WILLIAM I. THOMAS

Preliminary to any self-determined act of be-
havior, there is always a stage of examina-
tion and deliberation which we may call the
definition of the situation. And actually not
only concrete acts are dependent on the defi-
nition of the situation, but gradually a whole
life-policy and the personality of the individ-
ual himself follow from a series of such defi-
nitions.

But the child is always born into a group
of people among whom all the general types
of situation which may arise have already
been defined and corresponding rules of
conduct developed, and where he has not
the slightest chance of making his definitions
and following his wishes without interfer-
ence. Men have always lived together in
groups. Whether mankind has a true herd
instinct or whether groups are held together
because this has worked out to advantage is
of ne importance. Certainly the wishes in
general are such that they can be satisfied
only in a society. But we have only to refer to
the criminal code to appreciate the variety of
ways in which the wishes of the individual
may conflict with the wishes of society. And
the criminal code takes no account of the
many unsanctioned expressions of the
wishes which society attempts to regulate by
persuasion and gossip.

There is therefore always a rivalry be-
tween the spontaneous definitions of the sit-
uation made by the member of an organized
society and the definitions which his society

-+ has provided for him. The individual tends -

to a hedonistic selection of activity, pleasure
first; and society to a utilitarian selection,
safety first. Society wishes its member to be

laborious, dependable, regular, sober, or-
derly, self-sacrificing; while the individual
wishes less of this and more of new experi-
ence. And organized society seeks also to
regulate the conflict and competition inevita-
ble between its members in the pursuit of
their wishes. The desire to have wealth, for
example, or any other socially sanctioned
wish, may not be accomplished at the ex-
pense of another member of the society—by
murder, theft, lying, swindling, blackmail,
etc.

It is in this connection that a moral code
arises, which is a set of rules or behavior
norms regulating the expression of the .
wishes, and which is built up by successive
definitions of the situation. In practice the
abuse arises first and the rule is made to
prevent its recurrence. Morality is thus the
generally accepted definition of the situa-
tion, whether expressed in public opinion
and the unwritten law, in a formal legal
code, or in religious commandments and
prohibitions.

The family is the smallest social unit and
the primary defining agency. As soon as the
child has free motion and begins to pull, tear,
pry, meddle, and prowl, the parents begin to
define the situation through speech and
other signs and pressures: “‘Be quiet,” “Sit
up straight,” “Blow your nose,” “Wash your
face,”” “Mind your mother,” “Be kind to sis-
ter,” etc. This is the real significance of
Wordsworth’s phrase, ‘“Shades of the prison
house begin to close- upon the growing
child.”” His wishes and activities begin to
be inhibited, and gradually, by definitions
within the family, by playmates, in the
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'si:hbol, in the Sunday school, in the commu-

nity, through reading, by formal instruction,_

by informal signs of approval and disap-
proval, the growing member learns the code
of his society.

In addition to the family we have the
community as a defining agency. At present
the community is so weak and vague that it
gives us no idea of the former power of the
local group in regulating behavior. Origi-
nally the community was practically the
whole world of its members. It was com-
posed of families related by blood and mar-
riage and was not so large that all the
members could not come together; it was a
face-to-face group. I asked a Polish peasant
what was the extent of an “okolica” or neigh-
borhood—how far it reached. “It reaches,”
he said, “as far as the report of a man
reaches—as far as a man is talked about.”
And it was in communities of this kind that
the moral code which we now recognize as
valid originated. The customs of the commu-
nity are ‘““folkways,” and both state and
church have in their more formal codes
mainly recognized and incorporated these
folkways. . ..

A less formal but not less powerful
means of defining the situation employed
by the community is gossip. The Polish
peasant’s statement that a community
reaches as far as a man is talked about was
significant, for the community regulates the
behavior of its members largely by talking
about them. Gossip has a bad name because
it is sometimes malicious and false and de-
signed to improve the status of the gossiper
and degrade its object, but gossip is in the
main true and is an organizing force. It is a
mode of defining the situation in a given case
and of attaching praise or blame. It is one of
the means by which the status of the individ-
ual and of his family is fixed.

The community also, particularly in con-

nection with gossip, knows how to attach
opprobrium to persons and actions by using
epithets which are at the same time brief
and emotional definitions of the situation.

“‘Bastard,” ‘“whore.” “traitor,” ““coward,”
“’skunk,” “scab,”_“’snob,” “’kike,” etc., are
such epithets. In ““Faust” the community
said of Margaret, “‘She stinks.” The people
are here employing a device known in psy-
chology as the “conditioned reflex.” If, for
example, you place before a child (say six
months old) an agreeable object, a kitten,
and at the same time pinch the child, and if
this is repeated several times, the child will
immediately cry at the sight of the kitten
without being pinched; of if a dead rat were
always served beside a man'’s plate of soup
he would eventually have a disgust for soup
when served separately. If the word “’stinks”
is associated on people’s tongues with Mar-
garet, Margaret will never again smell sweet.
Many evil consequences, as the psychoana-
lysts claim, have resulted from making the
whole of sex life a “dirty’”” subject, but the
device has worked in a powerful, sometimes
a paralyzing way on the sexual behavior of
women.

Winks, shrugs, nudges, laughter, sneers,
haughtiness, coldness, “giving the once-
over’” are also language defining the situa-
tion and painfully felt as unfavorable
recognition. The sneer, for example, is incip-
ient vomiting, meaning, ‘“you make me sick.”

And eventually the violation of the code
even in an act of no intrinsic importance, as
in carrying food to the mouth with the knife,
provokes condemnation and disgust. The
fork is not a better instrument for conveying
food than the knife, at least it has no moral
superiority, but the situation has been de-
fined in favor of the fork. To smack with the
lips in eating is bad manners with us, but the
Indian has more logically defined the situa-
tion in the opposite way; with him smacking
is a compliment to the host.

In this whole connection fear is used by
the group to produce the desired attitudes in
its member. Praise is used also but more
sparingly. And the whole body of habits and
emotions is so much a community and fam-
ily product that disapproval or separation is
almost unbearable.



