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Dedication

for Cynthia





Introduction

You’ll Be My Mirror

Right now, as I search for the words to express my thoughts to you, I alternate between feelings of frustration and ease. I am certain my self—not you, not anyone else—is having this experience. And you are having your own experience as you read these words. I feel completely whole, able to move through the world and interact with others, or not, as I see fit. I assume you feel the same way: you know that you are you, a bundle of experiences, wants and needs, actions taken and avoided, all made coherent because they flow from a single source: you.

As we go about our days almost nothing feels as immediate, as wholly our own, as our selves. You are always in there somewhere, thinking and feeling, directing action, like a little “you” managing the controls. But when we take a closer look at the idea of the self as a person inside us, cracks start to emerge.

I have studied social psychology for the past twenty-five years, and I can tell you that our felt experience of the world doesn’t always align with what the research shows us. Imagine you won the lottery and all your financial problems vanished. You can suddenly pay for everything you need and buy just about anything you want. Wouldn’t that be fantastic?! Research suggests it probably wouldn’t be as good as you imagine. We’re actually not very good at predicting the way we will feel in new situations. We tend to overestimate in both directions: we think terrible things will feel worse than they turn out to and expect good things to feel better than they do. We have theories, ideas about ourselves in the world—some accurate, others less so. What we don’t have is direct access to the way we actually work.1,2,3,4

Think of it this way: when we engage with the world, we do so in a way that makes sense to us without needing to understand the incredibly complex processes taking place inside us or the equally complex interactions between us and the external world. It’s like the little icons on a computer, our user interface if you will. When you put an item in the “trash,” the little icon isn’t moving into a trash can. Highlighting something and dragging it to the trash is just a representation of a much more complex set of processes. We engage with the social world in much the same way.5

So, when you think, “I love my partner,” it’s an interpretation of feelings—physical signals from complex biological processes—based on the way relationships work in your culture and your personal history. You’ve learned what love means and looks like in your culture. Your personal experiences have taught you, among other things, to be guarded or free with your emotions, which affects your willingness to label an experience of someone as love. You can name some of these cultural and personal influences, but others you don’t understand or even have access to. Who is to say what past experiences, large or small, were necessary to love our partners? Who knows if in another time or place we would have loved the same person? None of this makes the love we feel right now less real or important; it simply highlights how deeply enmeshed we are in our social world, and how much it affects who we are.

It’s obviously not just who we love. What we think of as right or wrong, for example, is also deeply affected by the social world we inhabit. Should children be allowed to play away from their home without supervision? At what age is marriage appropriate? Under what circumstances, if any, is it okay to kill another human being? Answers to these questions have differed across time and continue to differ across cultures and communities.

If you read any of the wildly popular self-help books out there, you might get the impression that we should not want to be shaped by our social environments. Many of these books focus on helping you be unapologetically, unreservedly, your true self. This book doesn’t argue against this aim so much as argue that it’s not possible. People want and need social engagement, which means we can’t live completely free of external influences and constraints.

Much of what we want to think about our selves doesn’t match reality. Many of us think we are smarter, better looking, and nicer than we really are. When we do good things, like donate money to a charity, we think it’s because we’re good people. When we do bad things, ignore people in need, we think it’s because of circumstances beyond our control.6 We also have a sense of knowing more than we do about our own psychology. For example, our beliefs about the world often shift, sometimes in ways we don’t understand, in response to the beliefs of others. In other words, we are constantly getting things wrong about the way we work. But this is not a book about all the ways we mess up or are messed up. Rather I want to focus on our sense of what we are, what it means to have and be a self.7,8,9

Our self is a construction of relationships and interactions, constrained and yet in search of the feeling of freedom. This tension, the need to exist in a coherent way and the desire to do and be whatever we want at any time, defines much of what it means to be human. Where do our experiences of self come from, why do we need the feeling of freedom, why is there a tension between self and freedom, and why does any of this matter?

Our experience of the self must come from somewhere. Our interpretation of our decisions—the story we tell ourselves about who we are—must come from somewhere, and we’ve looked in a lot of places. Early on, Sigmund Freud theorized that the self was closely tied to sexual development. In the early 1900s, American sociologist Charles Cooley asserted that a person’s self, at least in part, is constructed by how they think other people see them—he coined the term “the looking glass self.”10 In the 1930s, sociologist George Mead claimed that the self is developed through social interaction. If you couldn’t see yourself through the eyes of others, Mead would say you have no self.11 Of course, the idea of the self isn’t just scientific. Cultural movements have claimed that the self is innate—you’re born a certain way and you will not change. Or that your self is handed down from above—God created you. Some Calvinists, for example, believed that people were born predestined for eternal life or damnation.

When you see me what do you see? A man? A Black guy? A professor? Someone in a hoodie? A threat to you, or a new friend?

The truth is, if we meet and interact, you don’t just see me. You see what your relationships have taught you about people like me. If you’re a native of the United States, we see our shared racial history through the lens of current social concerns like the Black Lives Matter movement. We see each other’s gender through recent shifts in gender expectations—maybe we even state our pronouns. You might see me as a professor and engage me around your beliefs about professors’ political views. Do you feel comfortable with me, or do you worry I am judging you? Do you assume we’re peers or that I am higher or lower status than you? Do you assume we agree on important issues? Do you enter the interaction expecting us to be friends? What you believe about me affects the way you interact with me; your beliefs and actions, in turn, affect the nature of my self. Whether I accept or reject your view of me, it will change me. We bring multifaceted selves to our interactions, and in these interactions co-create each other again and again.

Selves don’t emanate from some ineffable light within people. Instead, selves are created in relationships. In every interaction, others—your partner or a friend, a neighbor or a stranger, a delivery person or a police officer—offer up their view of your self. They may not directly say “This is how I see you,” but they show you in the way they treat you, the way they speak to you, and even in subtle body language. In every interaction people say something about who they think you are. Do they smile, do they seem fearful, are they rude or respectful? Every interaction offers you a chance to “see” your self. In fact, the only way to see your self is through social interactions.

What people reflect back to you isn’t some “true” representation of what or who you are, nor of what they are. It’s a construction filtered through the self of the person you’re interacting with. As is their self, in that moment, co-created by you. In the hall of mirrors, we see our selves reflected, or perhaps refracted, in the multitude of people who surround us.

This leads to an important question. When you wonder whether what you say or do is best for your self, you must ask: Which self? This might sound like something out of a psychological thriller, wherein one person is both sweet and murderous. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde—one body, but two (or more) distinct selves. Turns out a version of this plot device, though a much less sensational version, is true for all of us.

We all have multiple selves (parent, child, employee, athlete, lover, etc.).12,13 And each of these selves is defined in a web of relationships and has particular attributes. What determines which one we are in any given situation? The biggest determinant of who you are is probably where you are. And by “where you are” I mean all the features of your situation: physical location (restaurant versus home), company you’re with (friends versus family), nation you’re in, and even the time of day. You are a different self at drinks with college friends than at drinks with family after dinner. Think of the last time you were out with close friends. Think about the way you spoke, the language you used, how loudly you spoke. Think about what a stranger looking at you might have thought. Now think about the last time you were in a professional setting, maybe an office meeting. Almost certainly you behaved differently. At least I hope you did. You might think you were the same self, but is that really true? Did you feel the same way? Probably not. Both of these “selves” are you, but consider the possibility that they are different yous.

Here is the kicker, which probably won’t come as a surprise: the contents of our identities are sometimes in conflict. In the United States what comes to mind when you imagine a professor does not align with mainstream social depictions of Black people. When I first walk into a classroom people don’t always assume I am the professor. I also have to reconcile my identity as a Black man with my identity as a professor, because I have to manage the relationships that constitute these identities. I am keenly aware that my social status as a professor at a prestigious university is higher than my status as a Black man. Should I display my status as a professor to counteract the social costs of being a Black man? Claude Steele, an eminent social psychologist, tells the story of a young Black graduate student whistling Vivaldi while walking at night in White neighborhoods to assure White people that he is not what they consider a “regular” Black man.14 But if I “whistle Vivaldi,” am I in that moment trying to deny being Black, and in doing so, am I betraying what it means to be a member of the Black community?

To see how people manage conflicting identities, social psychologist Margaret Shih designed a study that examined Asian-American women’s relationship to math. As Asian Americans they are stereotyped as more proficient at math, but as women they are stereotyped as less proficient at math. To study this, Shih and her colleagues asked a group of Asian-American women to self-identify differently: sometimes as Asian American, other times as women. And then they gave them a math test.15,16,17

When asked to provide their ethnicity before the test, the participants in the study performed better than those asked to identify their gender. All that had changed was a shift of the mirrors around them, a shift in their reflections. And yet, real outcomes shifted.

This underperformance is most often attributed to the cost of knowing that people expect you to underperform. But that is a change in self: the anxiety that affects performance is tied to a change in relationships that define the self. When people thought about themselves as Asian American or as women, their relationships with others shifted and their test performance changed—a tangible result. And that is a literal change in their selves.

The self is what others reflect back to us. Think about your life. As you navigate the terrain of your social world, how often do the mirrors that constitute your self shift or tilt? One moment you’re a parent, then an employee, next a friend. Each of these selves has a bundle of expectations and responsibilities baked in. What tests are you acing or failing because your self has shifted without you even knowing it?

BUT JUST AS THE IDEA of an unchanging self is an illusion, so too is the unfettered freedom that modern society seeks for the self. Being a completely free self isn’t possible because without the constraint imposed by relationships you wouldn’t have a self at all. You can’t be yourself by yourself.

Our understanding of the relationship between self and freedom organizes much of our life and society. There is tension between our desire for autonomy and free will, and the constraints necessary to produce a coherent self in the first place. We sometimes chafe against limits imposed by others, be they friends, lovers, or governments, while seeking out relationships to make life livable and coherent. Who or what would we be without ties to the people and communities that define us? Selfless, perhaps free, but certainly lost.

The idea of being left alone, of being free from external constraint, assumes a clear understanding of the difference between internal and external forces—we feel free when we believe that our thoughts, feelings, and actions are driven by internal forces. The question is what counts as internal. If someone asks to borrow a book from you and you give it to them, was the action free? What if the person who asked to borrow the book only did so to make you feel important? If it worked, but you didn’t know that was their intent, was your action driven by internal or external forces? In the first case, you might think you freely lent the book; in the second case you might feel like the person manipulated you. In both cases, you responded to the other person’s actions; the difference is your knowledge of their intent. You might say that you don’t have the information necessary to act freely if the person misrepresents their intent. But what if the person doesn’t fully understand what’s driving their behavior? When you drill down, the line between internal and external forces is less clear than it might seem.

Let’s explore this distinction between internal and external. Right now, think about the little finger on your right hand. Wiggle it a bit.

We just shared a moment, a little dance across time and space. I had a weird idea, wrote it down, and then you, wherever and whenever you’re reading this, acted on it.

There are almost too many moments of magic to count in that little dance. For starters, the incredible complexity of the publishing industry and the many thousands of people necessary to physically make the computer I’m writing this on and the book or device you’re reading it on. But here, what matters most to me is that my thoughts affected your behavior. What does that say about your self? Was your self, the one reading this book, truly separate from mine? Were you free in spite of my presence? Was I—alone, writing at my desk months or years before you read the words I wrote—truly free while imagining you? Or was I constrained by my imagination of you. I don’t know you, but I imagine you as a smart, curious, critical reader, and this version of you—in our interaction right now—demands something of me, and thus shapes me at this moment. The idea of you has affected my behavior and what I chose to share in this book, long before you read it. I’ve read books with you in mind. I’ve even read this book out loud to see how you might hear it. You have, in other words, made me a writer!

This is to say that the way we define our selves, the separation between you and me, is entwined with the way we think about freedom. I have affected your actions and thoughts, and you’ve also affected mine, even though we have probably never met.

When you wiggled your little finger, or just thought about doing so, was it my thought or yours that created the action? Did I do something to you? Or did your action bring my thought to life?

Obviously, both are true. If you wiggled your finger, you chose to do so; I couldn’t force you to do it. At the same time, you almost certainly wouldn’t have done so if I didn’t suggest it. And even if you didn’t wiggle your finger, you thought about it. You really couldn’t have read the sentence and not considered it. If you didn’t do it, you chose not to. So even though I didn’t compel your action, I did compel a decision. What does that say about my relationship to your self? If you think of your self as, in part, the decisions you make, I just shaped your self. If you think of freedom as freedom from others’ influence, I just hampered your freedom. This tiny little interaction between us is a microcosm of your day-to-day life.

Think about your typical day. If you’re like me, your day revolves around other people. If you live with other people, soon after you wake up you’re navigating relationships: sharing the bathroom; eating with partners, children, or roommates; answering emails and messages from friends or colleagues. You also interact with people you will never meet: maybe you’re reading the news about people in some far-off place, the goings-on of celebrities, the announcements of elected officials. All these interactions can take place before we even leave the house for the day.

Now consider the countless encounters, both planned and completely incidental, that occur throughout your day. All these interactions demand something of you; more importantly, they affect you. Of course, most of the people you walk past barely register, but that doesn’t mean these fleeting interactions have no consequence: even one person seeing you as attractive or unkempt, a threat or a friend, can transform everything you think and do that day. Imagine that your partner or roommate questions the way you’re dressed just before you leave the house. Maybe their comment undermines your confidence. You start to worry about the way others will see you. At work you feel less confident giving that big presentation, and it doesn’t go as well as it could have. You feel a little less extroverted than normal after work. Maybe you’re not as talkative around strangers you bump into. You come home and you’re in a bad mood and maybe have a fight with your roommate or partner. This can sound like just a bad day, but these effects reverberate. Maybe you like your job a little less after that lackluster presentation and feel less tied to your professional identity. Or maybe your bad day intersects with your partner’s insecurity and a resulting fight forever changes the way you see and interact with each other. Small causes can create big effects.

The behaviors of others affect the way you, in turn, behave in the world. Even when you were reading a book “all by yourself,” suddenly a choice was forced upon you by someone you couldn’t even see. What other choices are you being forced to make, and by whom?

Society is an intricate social game.18 We depend on others following rules we understand, and responding, often without thought, to what we are doing. Even if we can’t describe the rules, they shape the way we behave. If you ride public transportation, you probably know you don’t sit next to someone if an open seat is available farther away. At least in the cities I know, you also don’t talk to strangers and generally try to mind your own business. These unspoken rules help minimize uncomfortable situations and disruptions of our daily commutes. The order they provide makes the ride a little easier to tolerate, saves us energy for the day ahead, or allows us to ease into our evenings.

To make it through our days, we need the world to have order. We also need to believe that what we do affects the world, and that the outcomes of our behaviors are, at least in theory, predictable. Imagine you are trying to lose weight. You’re doing everything you’re supposed to—eating less and exercising more—but you aren’t losing weight. It probably wouldn’t take too long before you give up. Imagine the same thing for any other area of life, for example your finances—you work and work, but rising prices mean you can’t gain any ground. It would be really tough to believe that nothing I do matters, and only a little easier to accept that I can’t predict how what I do will affect me or other people. The order we perceive or construct is necessary for the feeling that our choices matter, that we can in fact choose outcomes.19,20,21

My goal isn’t to push an argument about your ability to decide, but to have you ponder the possibility that the boundary between your and others’ selves might not be as clear-cut as it seems. What does it mean, to you, if your self is not what you thought? What does it mean, to you, that the way you engage with others remakes them and affects their relationships? Maybe it would reshape the way we define “our” communities. They might become more expansive, more diverse, more vibrant. Maybe we would take our interactions more seriously. Maybe we would take more responsibility for the state of our relationships and communities.

WITH A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF self and freedom in hand, we can turn to a different question. What function does self serve? Why do we even need self? Today we just assume the existence of an individual, self-contained, autonomous self, but why? Do we need this idea to function as a community? We need self, at least in part, because unfiltered reality overwhelms us. Self provides order that helps us function. Self is a point of view. Self helps us manage a world that exceeds what we can imagine. Self is a social structure that allows you access to the ultimately unfathomable, blooming, buzzing chaos of reality. A well-functioning self provides a sense of predictability, stability, and certainty.

We immediately understand people and social situations based on often inarticulable cultural and personal information. For example, when someone enters your personal space you feel uncomfortable, but what constitutes too close depends on things like your relationship with the person and where you’re from. No one told you how far away strangers or friends or family should stand from you, but nevertheless you know. You probably don’t experience it as “that person is standing too close for a stranger in Norway” or Spain or wherever. It’s just the feeling that someone is inappropriately close to you. Where did that feeling come from? As I’m sure you know, personal space differs based on your culture. The existence of personal space is universal, but our community determines the way this universal need is experienced. It’s the product of unspoken rules you picked up from those around you. The influence of our community is profound, whether we can articulate it or not.

Research finds that humans recognize nonverbal “emotional expressions” regardless of where someone is from. If you’re from Germany, you still know what fear looks like in someone from Ecuador. But it turns out that there are community accents in emotional expressions. In one clever study, researchers from Harvard University displayed pictures of either Japanese or Japanese-American people showing either neutral or emotional (fear, disgust, sadness, surprise) facial expressions. Importantly, the photos were designed to eliminate cultural differences in appearance, so for example, the clothing on each subject didn’t give hints as to their nationality. Nevertheless, people were significantly better than chance at telling the difference between a Japanese person and a Japanese-American person, and they were significantly better at telling the difference when the person was expressing emotion. In other words, people can identify incredibly subtle, community-created differences in the way people express emotion. We can recognize members of our communities because we know what the influence of the community looks like. Things as personal as your expression of fear and sadness bear the mark of those who define you.22

This is all to say that your self is constructed and reconstructed in a swirl of ever-evolving relationships. The ideas that live in these relationships and interactions provide the social identities—for example, gender, ethnicity, professional identity—that we use to make sense of ourselves and others. This self situates you in the world, it provides a perspective, a vantage point, from which you experience the world. The construction of self might be complex, but the experience is pretty straightforward. But there are no free lunches. The simplification that a self provides comes at a cost.

THE FIRST PART OF THIS book explores ideas of self. What exactly is this thing that we feel we know intimately, but in some ways not at all? How does self reveal the truth about our misconceptions of freedom, and much else? Here we will dip into many streams to piece together a view of self. We will also identify weaknesses in what often passes as an obvious answer to this complex question—the idea of self as ineffable soul or biological fate. Instead, I will showcase self as a hall of funhouse mirrors and demonstrate how difficult it is to find freedom within their countless reflections.

In the second part of the book, we will take on the self as a collective idea and explore the way this idea depends on the basic need for human connection, but also challenges the desire for freedom. I argue that the push and pull between the linked desires for structure and freedom, predictability and uncertainty, order and chaos is the human condition that drives much of the social world. And we’ll examine this tension between self and freedom within questions of social group identities like race, gender, and nationhood. We will also explore the role of technology in expanding and constraining the self.

In the third part of the book, we explore the implications of the tension between structure and freedom for some of life’s biggest questions. To function effectively, we need the world to make sense. Humans need structure, perceived order. But to feel alive, we need the experience of freedom. Imagine tomorrow you woke up and believed that all you have been, are, and will be is fated. Life would lose much of its meaning. The belief that you make decisions freely, and that your decisions matter, gives life flavor.

To look out and accept the yawning unknown at our feet is one thing, but to turn our gaze and face the same vast unknown of our selves is something else entirely. It can be deeply uncomfortable to face the possibility that we are not what we think we are. This desire for assurance about who we are can work counter to self-discovery. For example, sometimes we prefer to be around people who bolster the way we already see ourselves, even when we don’t like what we see—better the devil we know than have to confront a reflection of ourselves we don’t recognize.23,24 To learn something new about the self requires that we accept there may be challenges to what we believe we know.

MORE THAN A FEW SHELVES are weighed down with books designed to remind you just how special you are. These books tell you how to find yourself, how to shrug off haters, how to design the life you deserve, how to be your unencumbered, unstifled, authentic, true self—and how knowing yourself is the first step in getting what you want and need. How you can be the best you. These books speak to those yearning for a certain kind of life, one of happiness, or at least contentment.

This is not one of those books. I won’t pander to what we want to believe about ourselves: that there is someone in there, inside you, waiting to be set free, to live the life of your dreams. Or that we are, or can be, in complete control of our lives or even know our selves deeply and truly.

We live our lives in complex relation to people and systems. Your parents, siblings, friends, and romantic partners affect who you were, are, and can be. The way we operate within society’s institutions limits what we can do, and what you can conceive of. Daydreams of who you can be, what your life might be, or have been, are limited by the cultural materials you have to work with. We can only create from what’s available to us.

You are the product of the social world you inhabit. As such, there is no simple formula, no paint-by-numbers route to “fixing” your life. To change your circumstance—to take care of your self—is a collective effort. Others create us and we create them. If we want to understand our selves, we must first understand this give-and-take.





Part I

You and Your Self





1

The Search for Self

I want to tear down the exceptional preeminence now generally awarded to the self.

—“The Nothingness of Personality,” Jorge Luis Borges1

When you’re driving a car and come to a four-way stop, you assume others will obey the rules of the road as well, and you will all appropriately take turns advancing or turning through the intersection. Each time this happens, it strengthens an unstated faith in the way things work, which increases the chance that you will continue to drive in a way that others find sane and predictable. Now imagine that tomorrow you stop at a corner you know well but others ignore the rules of the road, they drive too fast, run stop signs, turn across multiple lanes of traffic. The same thing happens the next day, and the next. Now, rather than counting on everyone to follow rules you understand, you have to drive as if anyone might do anything. It probably won’t take long for you to ignore rules you have followed for years. You can’t assume others will stop at a red light, so you might have to slow down and maybe even stop at a green light just to make sure someone doesn’t crash into you. For driving to continue without utter chaos, new rules would have to emerge, and you would learn, very quickly, to adopt them.

Let’s take another example—a Freaky Friday–esque thought experiment. Let’s say you switch bodies with someone quite different from you and are accordingly treated as they are typically treated; the old rules you had learned to abide by would eventually cease to apply. Now, when you speak, people pay either more or less attention than they did before. Where before, when you walked into a store, you garnered positive (or negative) attention, now the reverse is true. People who previously ignored you now speak to you, and people who spoke to you now ignore you. It’s like everyone ignoring stop signs when the day before they mostly obeyed the rules of the road. When such things happen to you now, you notice them as anomalies to be explained. Something just feels off even if you can’t put your finger on it. But if this became your new normal—if the old social structure shimmered, shifted, and fell away—you would become a new self.

This actually happens to us throughout our lives, though much more gradually than in a sci-fi body-switching situation. The rules you have as a child—early bedtime, no crossing the street alone, eat your vegetables—shift and change as you grow into a teenager. Where once you weren’t allowed to venture too far from home without supervision, you now might roam many miles from home without your parents knowing exactly where you are. Such changes happen again when you become an adult, and yet again when people start to see you as elderly. In fact, the very elderly often end up with roles similar to the ones they had as children: they’re watched more carefully, lose some control over their independence, like driving and banking, and sometimes even need someone to feed them. Although you’ll never actually switch bodies with someone else, you do become a new self, many new selves, over the course of your life.

There is a game you can play with cards to demonstrate how you come to understand your self through others. Maybe you’ve played it. Each person in the group is given a playing card, which assigns them a “value,” and is told to hold it against their forehead for everyone but themselves to see. People are told to interact with each other as if each person is the value of their card. If you encounter someone with a King card you would interact with them as if they are someone worthy of great respect, or at least deference. If you encounter someone with a Three card, you might think of them as janitors or cashiers, jobs that don’t earn a lot of money or societal respect. How you treat each person is indicative of how you perceive them socially. At the end of some amount of time, everyone is asked to guess their own card. Most times I’ve seen this game, people’s guesses are surprisingly accurate. Without ever seeing their own card, they can usually guess their position within a card or two. This is a simple version of the game we all play every day. We understand our selves based on the rules provided by our culture and the way we are treated.

We all know our self intimately, but only vaguely understand it. Sometimes when surprised by our behavior, or where we find ourselves in life, we might ask, Who am I? How did I get here? How did this become my life? But in each of these questions, there is an unstated assumption that we at least know what—who—that “I” is.

Selves are mysterious. We cannot escape our self—no matter what you do or where you go, you are with your self. Given all the time we spend with our selves, you would think we would understand them better. But if you’re anything like me, you often surprise yourself, sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse. It’s tricky to see the self clearly when we expect the self to be an internal, stable essence.

Think of the self like a nation. The government changes, citizens come and go, but the nation remains more or less the same. The continuity of interactions among people, the belief in a continuous history and national culture creates the experience of a stable entity. The idea of nation is often linked to a physical boundary, a country’s borders, but borders don’t define nations. A nation is composed of the relationships among people who believe themselves to be members of the nation. A nation is defined by selves. A self is more like a nation composed of interactions among people than it is like a country defined by a physical boundary. Nations and selves are defined by shared understandings within a network of relationships. Self, in other words, is a shifting structure of social relationships and interactions.2

SELVES ARE PERSPECTIVES FROM WHICH we view others and we assume that these others view us from their perspectives. For this to work we have to interact with others as if they exist in much the same way we do. I can write to you because I assume you will ponder and decide to accept or reject whatever it is I have to say, in much the same way I would. Our connection depends on my assumption that you have a mind similar to my own. In technical terms, I have a theory of mind: I believe your mind exists in much the same way that I believe mine does. I am capable of imagining things as other than they are and of trying to convey this alternate reality to you. And I assume you can do the same.

When, in the Introduction, I asked you to wiggle your little finger, you probably wondered why. This question assumes that I have reasons much like you do. You might also wonder where I plan to lead you, what’s going on in my mind, what my goals are, what I’m trying to accomplish. I wrote my little idea hoping it would allow you to understand my thoughts about our relationship a little better. And to illustrate how social interactions and relationships work.

We act, and act on each other. In important life-defining relationships and in fleeting, seemingly inconsequential interactions our choices and actions are shaped by the choices and actions of those around us. Growing up in the 1980s and ’90s, I moved around a lot—Mississippi to Chicago to California. In fact, I went to six different schools in Chicago before attending college. My parents made their decisions to move (and move again) for complex reasons, and these decisions affected me and the way I interacted at each new school I attended. I’ve played the new kid many times over, which taught me how to interact as an outsider. It probably also taught me many other skills that are useful in some situations, but problematic in others. For example, in new situations, even today, I quickly create a tight social circle, which provides me with support and insight into the new setting, but doing so might also be prematurely cutting me off from other useful or satisfying relationships. By shaping my relationships and the way I create them, my parents inadvertently shaped the way I behave. I’m sure you can point to examples when other people’s behavior affected who you are or what you’ve become, for better or worse. Even as an adult, if your partner decides to take a new job or your child plays this sport instead of that one, it affects you. Do you have to move cities for your partner, or drive your kid all over the place for games, meets, or matches? Do you move to an intensely conservative or liberal area? Do you spend time with other “sport parents”? Are you a “trailing” spouse spending lots of time with your partner’s work colleagues? Each of these possibilities would affect you in ways that are both obvious and opaque to you.

It’s easy to see how the big decisions made with those closest to you, like your partner taking a job in another city, directly affect you. But you’re also affected by little incidental interactions all the time. Think about the last time a stranger gave you an unexpected compliment. How did it feel? How might it have affected the way you interacted with someone else later that day? Maybe it brightened your mood. Maybe it made you feel a little more confident. Now imagine how a happier, more confident you behaved the rest of your day and interacted with others. Other people’s behavior changes the way we feel, what we think, and the way we behave.

But don’t our internal characteristics affect the way we feel, think, and behave? Yes. There is evidence that people are born with biological predispositions toward certain characteristics (i.e., temperaments), which affect their response to social situations.3,4,5 If by temperament I am anger-prone and someone shouts at me, it might provoke a physical altercation. If I tend to be shy, it might elicit tears. But features of the situation matter, too. The size and perceived fighting skill differential between me and my verbal assailant will affect how much I want to fight. It’s also the case that my history in similar circumstances—have I had physical fights before?—will affect my behavior. Yet, no matter what, the behavior of the other person, as well as my beliefs about why they behaved as they did, will affect my response.

The idea that the self is so dynamic might sound ludicrous. You might feel like you know it can’t be true. It’s a funny thing about knowledge that the pure commonplaceness of a thing can create the feeling of understanding it. And there is nothing that we spend more time with than our selves, which might give the feeling of knowing it, but what do we really understand about self?

Consider the 2,500-year-old Oracle of Delphi. Etched above the temple was the phrase “Know Thyself.” If moving through life was sufficient to lay bare the self, the exhortation to “Know Thyself” wouldn’t make sense: it would be the same as saying “Live.” The phrase “Know Thyself” whispers that things aren’t what they seem, or at least are vastly more complicated than they appear.

When asked about their “true self,” people often point to moral traits, like empathy and generosity, or negative





































OEBPS/images/9780062913036_Cover.jpg
The

Social
Creation

of

66Y0u77

BRIAN
LOWERY,
PhD






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
Selfless

THE SOCIAL CREATION OF “YOU”

Brian Lowery, PhD

RRRRRR
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





