John Dewey

Communication, Individual
and Society

We often fancy that institutions, social cus-
tom, collective habit, have been formed by the
consolidation of individual habits. In the main this
supposition is false to fact. To a considerable ex-
tent customs, or widespread uniformities of habit,
exist because individuals face the same situation
and react in like fashion. But to a larger extent
customs persist because individuals form their
personal habits under conditions set by prior cus-
toms. An individual usually acquires the morality
as he inherits the speech of his social group, The
activities of the group are already there, and some
assimilation of his own acts to their pattern is a
prerequisite of a share therein, and hence of hav-
ing any part in what is going on. Each person is
born an infant, and every infant is subject from
the first breath he draws and the first cry he utters
to the attentions and demands of others. These
others are not just persons in general with minds
in general. They are beings with habits, and be-
ings who upon the whole esteem the habits they
have, if for no other reason than that, having
them, their imagination is thereby limited. The
nature of habit is to be assertive, insistent, self-
perpetuating. There is no miracle in the fact that
if a child learns any langnage he learns the lan-
guage that those about him speak and teach, espe-
cially since his ability to speak that language is
a pre-condition of his entering into effective con-
nection with them, making wants known and get-
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ting them satisfied. Fond parents and relatives -
frequently pick up a few of the child’s spontane.

ous modes of speech and for a time at least they |
are portions of the speech of the group. But the

ratio which such words bear to the total vocabu-

lary in use gives a fair measure of the part played

by purely individual habit in forming custom in

comparison with the part played by custom in

forming individual habits. Few persons have et

ther the energy or the wealth to build private
roads to travel upon. They find it convenient,

“npatural,” to use the roads that are already therc;

while unless their private roads connect at secme

point with the highway they cannot build them

even if they would. :

These simple facts seemns to me to give a sim-
ple explanation of matters that are often sur-
rounded with mystery. To talk about the priority
of “society” to he individual is to indulge in non-
sensical metaphysics. But to say that some pre-
existent association of human beings is prior to
every particutar human being who is born into
the world is to mention a commonplace. These
associations are definite modes of interaction of
persons with one another; that is to say they form
customs, institutions. There is no problem in all
history so artificial as that of how “individuals’
manage to form “society.” The problem is due §
to the pleasure taken in manipulating concepts '
and discussion goes on because concepts are kep
from inconvenient contact with facts. The fact
of infancy and sex have only to be called to mind §
to see how manufactured are the conception
which enter into this particular problem.
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 The problem, however, of how those estab-
lished and more or less deeply grooved systems
of interaction which we call social groups, big and
small, modify the activities of individuals who per-
force are caught up within them, and how the
activities of component individuals remake and
redirect previously established customs is a
deeply significant one. Viewed from the stand-
point of custom and its prigrity to the formation
of habits in human beingy who are horn babies
and gradually grow to mgdturity, the facts which

, lose the mysterious air
they exhale when mind is thought of (as orthodox
psychology teaches ug to think of it) as something
which precedes actibn. It is difficult to see that
collective mind mejlns anything more than a cus-
tom brought at sofhe point to explicit, emphatic
consciousness, embtional or intellectual.?

The family into which one is born is a family
in a village or city which interacts with other
more or less integrated systems of activity, and
¢ which includes a diversity of groupings within it-
- self, say, churches, political parties, clubs, cliques,
parinerships, trade-unions, corporations, ete. if

{-‘ 1 Mob psychology comes under the same principles, but in a
. negative espect. The crowd and mob express a disintegration
> of habits which releases impulse and renders persons susceptible
- 10 immediate stimuli, rather than such a functioning of habits
. s is found in the mind of a club or school of thought or a
. political party. Leaders of an organization, that is of an interac-
" Hon having settled habits, may, however, in order to put over
. some schemes, deliberately resort to stimuli which will break
- throngh the crust of ordinary custom and release impulses on
such a seale as to create a mob psychology. Since fear is a normal
. Teaction to the unfamiliar, dread and suspicion are the forces
most played upon to secomplish this result, together with vast
vague contrary hopes. This is an ordinary technique in excited
p_olitical campaigns, in starting war, etc. But an assimilation
like that of Le Bon of the psychology of democracy to the psy-
chology of = crowd in overriding individual judgment shows
lack of psychological insight. A political demecracy exhibits an
averriding of thought like that seen in any convention or institu-
Hon. That is, thought is submerged in habit. In a crowd and
mab, it is suhmerged in undefined emotion. China and Japan
exhibit erowd psychology more frequently than do western
'emotratic countries. Not in my judgment because of any essen-
tially Oriental psychology but because of & nearer background
of rigid and solid custorns conjoined with the phenomena of a
Period of transition. The introcduction of many novel stimuli
Creates occasions where habits aford no ballast. Hence grest
Waves of emotion easily sweep through masses, Sometimes they
;_Ie Waves of enthusiasm for the new; sometimes of violent reac-
Lon against it—both equally undiscriminating. The war has left
behind it 2 somewhat similar situation in western countries.

we start with the traditional notion of mind as
something complete in itself, then we may well
be perplexed by the problem of how a common
mind, common ways of feeling and believing and
purposing, comes into existence and then forms
these groups. The case is guite otherwise if we
recognize that in any case we must start with
grouped action, that is, with some fairly settled
system of interaction among individuals. The
problem of origin and developrnent of the various
groupings, or definite customs, in existence at any
particular time in any particular place is not
solved by reference to psychic causes, elements,
forces. It is to be solved by reference to facts of
action, demand for food, for houses, for a mate,
for sermeone to talk to and to listen to one talk,
for control of others, demands which are all inten-
sified by the fact already mentioned that each
person begins a helpless, dependent creature. I
do not mean of course that hunger, fear, sexual
love, gregariousness, sympathy, parental love,
love of bossing and of being ordered about, imita-
tion, etc., play no part. But I do mean that these
words do not express elements or forces which
are psychic or mental in their first intention. They
denote ways of behavior. These ways of behaving
involve interaction, that is to say, and prior group-
ings. And to understand the existence of organ-
ized ways or habits we surely need to go to phys-
ics, chemistry and physiology rather than to
psychology.

* There is doubtless a great mystery as to why
any such thing as being conscicus should exist at
all. But #f consciousness exists at all, there is no
mystery in its being connected with what it is
connected with. That is to say, if an activity which
is an interaction of various factors, or a grouped
activity, comes to consciousness it seems natural
that it should take the form of an emotion, belief
or purpose that reflects the interaction, that it
should be an “cur” consciousness or a “my” con-
scicusness. And by this is meant both that it will
be shared by those whe are implicated in the asso-
ciative custom, or more or less alike in them all,
and that it will be felt or thought to concern others
as well as one’s self, A family-custom or organized
habit of action comes into contact and conflict
for example with that of some other family. The
emotions of rufled pride, the belief about superi-
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ority or being “as good as other people,” the
intention tohold one’sown are naturally ourfeeling
and idea of our treatment and position. Substitute
the Republican party or the American nation for
the family and the general situation remains the
same. The conditions which determine the nature
and extent of the particular grouping in question
are matters of supreme import. But they are not,
as such, subject-matter of psychology, but of the
history of politics, law, religion, econornics, in-
vention, the technology of communication and
intercourse. Psychology comes in as an indis-
pensable tool. But it enters into the- matter of
understanding these various special topics, not
into the question of what psychic forces form a

collective mind and therefore a social group. That
way of stating the case puts the cart a long way
befare the horse, and naturally gathers obscurities
and mysteries to itself. In short, the primary facts
of social psychology center about collective habit,
custom, In addition to the general psychology of
habit—which #s general not individual in any in-
telligible sense of that word—we need to find out
just how different customs shape the desires, be-
liefs, purpose of those who are affected by them.
The problem of social psychology is not how ei-
ther individual or collective mind forms social
groups and customs, but how different custorxs,
established interacting arrangements, form and
nurture different minds. .

Charles Horton Cooley 10

Primary Group and Human Nature

Primary groups are primary in the sense that
they give the individual his earliest and complet-
est experience of social unity, and also in the
sense that they do not change in the same degree
as more elaborate relations, but form a compara-
tively permanent source out of which the latter

-are ever springing. Of course they are not in- -

dependent of the larger society, but to some ex-
tent reflect its spirit; as the German family and
the German school bear somewhat distinctly the
print of German militarism. But this, after all, is
like the tide setting back into creeks, and does
not commeonly go very far. Among the German,
and still more among the Bussian, peasantry are
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found habits of free cooperation and discussion
almost uninfluenced by the character of the state;
and it is a familiar and well-supported view that
the village commune, self-governing as regards
Tocal affairs and habituated to discussion, is a very
widespread institution in settled communifies,
and the continuator of a similar autonomy previ-
ously existing in the clan. “It is man who makes
monarchies and establishes republics, but the
commune seems to come directly from the hand
of God.”t B
In our own cities the crowded tenements and
the general ecohomic and social confusion have
sorely wounded the family and the neighborhood,
but it is remarkable, in view of these condi-
tions, what vitality they show; and there is nothing

1 De Tacqueville, Democrocy in America, vol. i, chap. 5.




