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PART Iv

cause of his physical dependence and impotency,
the contacts of the little child with nature are
mediated by other persons. Mother and nurse,
father and older children, determine what experi-
ences the child shall have; they constantly instruct
him as te the meaning of what he does and under-
goes. The conceptions that are socially current
and important become the child’s principles of
interpretation and estimation long before he at-
tains to personal and deliberate control of con-

duct. Things come to him clothed in languag
not in physical nakedness, and this garb of ¢q
munjcation makes him a sharer in the beliefs
those about him. These beliefs coming to hip
as 5o many facts form his mind; they furnig;
the centres about which his own personal expe
ditions and perceptions are ordered. Here wq:
have “categories” of connection and unificatioy
as important as those of Kant, but empirical noy
mythological.

William I. Thomas 28

The Definition of the Situation

One of the most important powers gained
during the evolution of animal life is the ability
to make decisions from within instead of having
them imposed from without. Very low forms of
life do not make decisions, as we understand this
term, but are pushed and pulled by chemical sub-
stances, heat, light, etc., much as iren filings are
attracted or repelled by a magnet. They do tend
to behave properly in given conditions—a group

of small crustaceans will flee as in a panic if a -

bit of strychnia is placed in the basin containing
them and will rush toward a drop of beef juice
like hogs crowding around swill—but they do this
83 an expression of organic affinity for the one
substance and repugnance for the other, and not
as an expression of cheice or “free will.” There
are, so to speak, rules of behavior but these repre-
sent a sort of fortunate mechanistic adjustment

From The Unadjusted Girl, pp. 41-50, by William 1. Thomas
{Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1931), reprinted by per-
mission of Social Science Research Couneil.

‘of the organism to typically recurring situations,

and the organism cannot change the rule.

On the other hand, the higher animals, and
above all man, have the power of refusing to obey
a stimulation which they followed at an earlier
time. Response to the earlier stimulation may
have had painful consequences and so the rule
or habit in this situation is changed. We call this
ability the power of inhibition, and it is dependent
on the fact that the nervous system carries memo-
ries or records of past experiences. At this point
the determination of action no longer comes ex-
clusively from outside sources but is located
within the organism itseif.

Preliminary to any self-determined act of be-
havior there is always a stage of examination and
deliberation which we may call the definition of
the situaiion. And actually not only concrete acts
are dependent on the definition of the situation,
but gradually a whole life-policy and the personal-
ity of the individual himself follow from a series
of such definitions.
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But the child is always born into a group of
people among whom all the general types of situa-
tion which may arise have already been defined
and corresponding rules of conduct developed,
and where he has not the slightest chance of mak-
ing his definitions and following his wishes with-
out interference. Men have always lived together
in groups. Whether mankind has a true herd in-
stinct or whether groups are held together be-
cause this has worked out to advantage is of no
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 between
the spontanecus definitions of the situation 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 experience. And or-
ganized society seeks also to regulate the conflict
and competition inevitable between its members
in the pursuit of their wishes. The desire to have
wealth, for example, or any other socially sanc-
tioned wish, may not be accomplished at the ex-
pense of another member of the society—by mur-
der, theft, lying, swindling, blackmail, ete.

It is in this connection that a moral codg,%—
arises, which is a set of rules or behavicr norms, /™
regulating the expression of the wishes, and which

is built up by successive definitions of the situa-
tion. In practice the abuse arises first and the rule
is made to prevent its recurrence. Morality is thus
the generally accepted definition of the situation,
whether expressed in publiec opinion and the un-
written 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 situa-
tion through speech and other signs and pres-
sures: “Be quiet,” “Sit up straight,” “Blow your
nose,” “Wash your face,” “Mind your mother,”
“Be kind to sister,” etc. This is the real significance
of Wordsworths 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 schoal, in the Sunday school,
in the community, through reading, by formal
instruction, by informal signs of approval and dis-
approval, the growing member learns the code
of his society.

In addition to the family we have the commu-
nity as a defining agency. At present the commu-
nity is 50 weak and vague that it gives us no idea
of the former power of the local group in regulat-
ing behavior. Originally the community was prac-
tically the whole world of its members. It was
composed of families related by biood 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 ex-
tent of an *“ockolica”™ or neighborhood—how far
it reached. “Tt 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 custorns of the community
are “folkways,” and both state and church have
in their more formal codes mainly recognized and
incorporated these folkways.

The typical community is vanishing and it
would be neither possible nor desirable to restore
it in its old form. It does not correspond with
the present direction of social evolution and it
would now be a distressing condition in which
to live. But in the immediacy of relationships and
the participation of everybody in everything, it
represents an element which we have lost and
which we shall probably have to restore in some
form of cooperation in order to secure a balanced
and normal society—some arrangement corre-
sponding with human nature.

Very clemental examples of the definition of
the sitination by the community as a whole, corre-
sponding to mob action as we know it and to our
trial by jury, are found among Eurepean peasants.
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The three documents following, all relating to the
Russian community or mir, give some idea of the
condiions under which a whole community, a

public, formerly defined a situation.

25. We who are unacquainted with peasant speech,
manners and method of expressing thought—mim-
icry—if we should be present at a division of land
or some settlement among the peasants, would never
understand anything. Hearing fragmentary, discon-
nected exclamations, endless quarreling, with repeti-
tion of some single word; hearing this racket of a
seerningly senseless, noisy crowd that counts up or
measures off something, we should conclude that
they would not gek together, or arrive at any result
in an age. . . . Yet wait until the end and you will
see that the division has been made with mathemati-
cal accuracy—-that the measure, the quality of the
soil, the slope of the field, the distance from the vil-
lage—everything in short has been taken into ac-
count, that the reckoning has been correctly done
and, what is' most ireportant, that every one of those
present who were interested in the division is certain
of the correctness of the division or settlement. ‘The

cry, the noise, the racket do not subside until every -

one is satisfied and no doubter is left.

The same thing is true concerning the discussion
of some question by the mir. There are no speeches,
no debates, no votes. They shout, they abuse each
other, they seem on the point of coming to blows.
Apparently they riot in the most senseless manner.
Some one preserves silence, silence, and then snd-
denly puts in a word, one word, or an ejaculation,
and by this word, this ejaculation, he turns the whole
thing upside down. In the end, you lock into it and
find that an admirable decision has been formed and,
what is most important, a unanimous decision.!

26, As I approached the village, there hung over
it such a mixed, varied violent shouting, that no well
brought-up parliament would agree to recognize it-
self, even in the abstract, as analogous to this gather-
ing of peasant deputies. It was clearly a full meeting
today. . . . At other more quiet village meetings I
had been able to make out very little, but this was
a real lesson to me. I felt only a continuous, indistin-
guishable roaring in my ears, sometimes pierced by
& particutarly violent phrase that breke out from the
general roar. I saw in front of me the “immediate”
man, in all his beauty. What struck me first of all
was his remarkable frankness; the more “immedi-
ate” he is, the less able is he to mask his thoughts
and feelings; once he is stirred up the emotion seizes
hirn quickly and he flares up then and there, and

does not quiet down tlt he has poured out before .-

-1 A, N, Engelgardt: "Iz Derevni: 12 Pisem"” (“From the Country;

12 Letters™), p. 315.

you all the substance of his soul. He does nat fee]
embarrassment before anybody; there are no indica-
tions here of diplomacy. Further, he opens up his
whole soul, and he will tell everything that he may
ever have known about you, and not only about you,
but about your father, grandfather, and great-grand. .
father. Here everything is clear water, as the peas. -
ants say, and everything stands out plainly. If any
one, out of smallness of soul, or for some wulterior
motive, thinks to get out of something by keeping
silent, they force him out into clear water without
pity. And there are very few such small-souled per-
sons at important village meetings. | have seen the
most peaceable, irresponsible peasants, who at other
times would not have thought of saying a word
against any one, absolutely changed at these meet-
ings, at these moments of general excitement. They.
believed in the saying, “On people even death is
beautiful,” and they got up so much courage that
they were able to answer back the pessants com:
monly recognized as audacious. At the moment of
its height the meeting becomes simply an open mu-
tual confessional and mutuat disclosure, the display
of the widest publicity, At these moments when, it
would seem, the private interests of each reach the
highest tension, public interests and justice in turn
reach the highest degree of control.2 o

27. In front of the volost administration building
there stands a crowd of some one hundred and fifty
men, This means that a volost meeting has been
called to consider the verdict of the Kusmin rural
commune “regarding the handing over to the [state]
authorities of the peasant Gregori Siedov, caught
red-handed and convicted of horse-stealing,” Siedov

" had already been held for judical inquiry; the evi-
dence against him was irrefutable and he would un- -
doubtedly be sentenced to the penitentary, In view
of this I endeavor to explain that the verdict in re-
gard to his exile is wholly superfluous and will only
cause a deal of trouble; and that at the termination
of the sentence of imprisonment of Siedov the com-
mune will unfailingly be asked whether it wants him
back or prefers that he be exiled. Then, I said, in

- any event it would be necessary to formulate a ver-
dict in regard to the “non-reception” of Siedov,”
while at this stage all the trouble was premature
and could lead to nothing. But the meeting did not -
believe my words, did not trust the court and wanted
to settle the matter right then and there; the general
hatred of horse-thieves was too keen. . . ,

The decisive moment has arrived; the head-man
“drives” all the judges-elect to one side; the crowd -
stands with a gloomy air, trying not to jook at Siedov
and his wife, who are crawling before the mir on
theit knees. “Old men, whoever pities Gregord, will

2N, N. Zatovratsky: “Ocherki Krestyanskoy Obshchiny”
("Sketches of the Peasant Commine™), p. 127,
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remain in his place, and whoever does not forgive
him will step to the right,” cries the head man. The

crowd wavered and rocked, but remained dead still

on the spot; no one dared to be first to take the

fatal step. Gregori feverishly ran over the faces of
his judges with his eyes, trying to read in these faces

pity for him. His wife wept bitterly, her face close

to the ground; beside her, finger in mouth and on

the point of screamning, stood & three-year-old young-
stet {at homne Gregori had four more children). . . .

But straightway one peasant steps cut of the crowd;
two years before some one had stolen a harse from
him. “Why should we pity him? Did he pity usP”
says the old man, and stooping goes over to the right
side. “That is true; bad grass must be torn from the
field,” says another one from the crowd, and follows
the old marn. The beginning had been made; at first
individually and then in whole groups the judges-
elect proceeded to go over to the right. The man
condemned by public opinion ran his head into the
ground, beat his breast with his fists, seized those
passed him by their coat-tails, crying: “Ivan Timo-
feich! Uncle Leksander! Vasinka, dear kinsman! Wait,
kinsmen, let me say a ward, . . . Petrushenka,” But,
without stopping and with stern faces, the members
of the mirdodged the unfortunates, who were crawl-
ing at their feet. . . . At last the wailing of Gregeri
stopped; around him for the space of three sazen
the place was empty; there was no one to implore.
Al the judges-elect, with the exception of one, an
uncle of the man to be exiled, had gone over to
the right, The woman cried sorrowfully, while Gre-
gori stood motionless on his knees, his head lowered,

~ stupidly looking at the ground.?

~ The essential point in reaching a communal
decision, just as in the case of our jury system,
is unanimity. In some cases the whole community
mobilizes around a stubborn individual to” con-
form him to the general wish.

" 28. It sometimes happens that all except one may
agree but the motion is never carried if that one
refuses to agree to it. In such cases all endeavor to
talk over and persuade the stiff-necked one. Often
they even call to their aid his wife, his children, his
relatives, his father-in-law, and his mother, that they
may prevail upon him to say yes. Then all assail him,

* and say to him from time to time; “Come now, God
help you, agree with us too, that this may take place
as we wish it, that the house may not be cast into
disorder, that we may not be talked about by the
people, that the neighbors may not hear of it, that
the world may not make sport of us!” It seldom oc-
curs in such cases that unanimity is not attained.*

3y Volostnikh Pisaryakh” {“A Village Secretary"), p. 283.
4 F. §. Krauss: “Sitte und Brauch der Siidslaven,” p. 103.

A less formal but not less powerful means
of defining the situation employed by the commu-
nity is gossip. The Polish peasant’s statement that
a community reaches as far as a man is talked
about was significant, for the community regu-
lates the behavior of its members largely by talk-
ing about them. Gossip has a bad name because
it is sometimes malicious and false and designed
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 individual and of his family is fixed.

The community also, particularly in connec-
tion with gossip, knows how to attach opprobrium
to persons and actions by using epithets which
are at the same time brief and emotional defini-
tions of the situation. “Bastard,” “whore,” “trai-
tor,” “coward,” “skunk” “scab,” “snob,” “kike,”
ete., are such epithets. In “Faust” the community
said of Margaret, “She stinks.” The people are
here employing a device known in psychology
as the “conditioned reflex.” If, for example, you
place before a child {say six months old} an agree-
able 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
Lkitten without being pinched; or 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 associ-
ated on people’s tongues with Margaret, Margaret
will never again smell sweet. Many evil conse-

quences, as the psychoanalysts claim, have re-
sulted from making the whole of sex life a “dirty”
subject, but the device has warked in a powerful,
sometimes a paralyzing way on the sexual behav-
ior of women. _
Winks, shrugs, nudges, laughter, sneers,
haughtiness, coldness, “giving the once over™ are
also language defining the situation and painfully
felt as unfavorable recognition. The sneer, for ex-
ample, is incipient vomiting, meaning, “you make '
me sick.” o
And eventually the violation of the code eve
in an act of no intrinsic importance, as in carrying
food to the mouth with the knife, provokes con-
demmnation and disgust. The fork is not a better
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instrument for conveying food than the knife, at
least it has no moral superiority, but the situation
has been defined 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 situ-
ation 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 mem-
ber. Praise is used also but more sparingly. And
the whole body of habits and emotions is so much
a comrnunity and family product that disapprovg]
or separation is almost unbearable.

29

Robert A. Stebbins

Studying the Definition of the

Situation: Theory and Field

Research Strategies

For aver forty years, since Thomas and Znan-
iecki published The Polish Peasant the phrase
“the definition of the situation” has been in the
American sociologist's lexicon. What is remark-
able, given this longevity, is the paucity of re-
search that focuses on the definitions of specific
situations by groups of actors as explanations for
the behaviour of these actors in the immediate
environment. Those few studies that have been
carried out under the name of definition of the
situation {for example, Gorden, 1952; Lerner and
Becker, 1962; Deutscher, 1964) have either inade-
quately operationalized this notion or have con-
sidered as the situation to be defined something
far larger and less specific than a typical instance

Rebert A. Stebbins, "Studying the Definition of the Situation:
Theory and Field Research Strategies.” Reprinted from The
Caradian Review of Sociclogy and Anthropology, 6:4 (1969},
by permission of the author and the publisher.

The author wishes to express his gratitude to Professors Jean
L. Briggs, Frank E. Jones, and Robert W. Habenstein for their
helpful comments on various drafts of the manuscript.

of ongoing social interaction.! However, it should
be noted that there is one very recent exception
to this indictment, and we shall consider it briefly
later on. It is Peter McHugh's ingenious labora-
tory study of the definition of the situation (1968).
It seems that tradition as well as genuine con-
ceptual and measurement difficulties have com-
bined to produce a reluctance to investigate, in
a systematie fashion, people’s definitions of situa-
tions. The myth, outside and to some extent
within the field of symbolic interactionism, that
the ideas of George Herbert Mead (and therefore
those of his followers) cannot be empirically exam-
ined still lingers. There is the very real problem
of concretizing or establishing working definitions
for a concept so subjective and abstract as the
definition of the situation. Finally, there has been
the tendency to consider the definition of th= situ-

LIt is this latter kind of situation in which we are interested.
It has been defined more formally by Stebbins (1967:150) as
the “subjective situation” or “the immediate social and physical
surroundings and the current physiclogical and psychalogical
state of the actor . . . a5 seen by him.”




