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the “me”? If one determines what his position is in society and  
feels himself as having a certain function and privilege, these  
are all defined with reference to an “I,” but the “I” is not a  
“me” and cannot become a “me.” We may have a better self  
and a worse self, but that again is not the “I” as over against  
the “me,” because they are both selves. We approve of one and  
disapprove of the other, but when we bring up one or the other  
they are there for such approval as “me’s.” The “I” does not  
get into the limelight; we talk to ourselves, but do not see our-  
selves. The “I” reacts to the self which arises through the  
taking of the attitudes of others. Through taking those atti-  
tudes we have introduced the “me” and we react to it as an “I.” 

The simplest way of handling the problem would be in terms  
of memory. I talk to myself, and I remember what I said and  
perhaps the emotional content that went with it. The “I” of  
this moment is present in the “me” of the next moment. There  
again I cannot turn around quick enough to catch myself. I  
become a “me” in so far as I remember what I said. The “I” can  
be given, however, this functional relationship. It is because of  
the “I” that we say that we are never fully aware of what we are,  
that we surprise ourselves by our own action. It is as we act that  
we are aware of ourselves. It is in memory that the “I” is con-  
stantly present in experience. We can go back directly a few  
moments in our experience, and then we are dependent upon  
memory images for the rest. So that the “I” in memory is there  
as the spokesman of the self of the second, or minute, or day  
ago. As given, it is a “me,” but it is a “me” which was the “I”  
at the earlier time. If you ask, then, where directly in your  
own experience the “I” comes in, the answer is that it comes in  
as a historical figure. It is what you were a second ago that is  
the “I” of the “me.” It is another “me” that has to take that  
rôle. You cannot get the immediate response of the “I” in the  
process.11 The “I” is in a certain sense that with which we do 

 

11 The sensitivity of the organism brings parts of itself into the environment. It does 
not, however, bring the life-process itself into the environment, and the complete 
imaginative presentation of the organism is unable to present the living of the organ- 
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identify ourselves. The getting of it into experience constitutes 
one of the problems of most of our conscious experience; it is 
not directly given in experience. 

The “I” is the response of the organism to the attitudes of the 
others;12 the “me” is the organized set of attitudes of others 
which one himself assumes. The attitudes of the others con-  
stitute the organized “me,” and then one reacts toward that as 
an “I.” I now wish to examine these concepts in greater detail. 

There is neither “I” nor “me” in the conversation of gestures; 
the whole act is not yet carried out, but the preparation takes 
place in this field of gesture. Now, in so far as the individual 
arouses in himself the attitudes of the others, there arises an 
organized group of responses. And it is due to the individual’s 
ability to take the attitudes of these others in so far as they can 
be organized that he gets self-consciousness. The taking of all of 
those organized sets of attitudes gives him his “me”; that is the 
self he is aware of. He can throw the ball to some other member 
because of the demand made upon him from other members of 
the team. That is the self that immediately exists for him in his 
consciousness. He has their attitudes, knows what they want  
and what the consequence of any act of his will be, and he has 
assumed responsibility for the situation. Now, it is the presence 
of those organized sets of attitudes that constitutes that “me”  
to which he as an “I” is responding. But what that response will 
be he does not know and nobody else knows. Perhaps he will 
make a brilliant play or an error. The response to that situation 
as it appears in his immediate experience is uncertain, and it is 
that which constitutes the “I.” 

The “I” is his action over against that social situation within 
his own conduct, and it gets into his experience only after he has 
carried out the act. Then he is aware of it. He had to do such a 
thing and he did it. He fulfils his duty and he may look with 
                                      

ism. It can conceivably present the conditions under which living takes place but not 
the unitary life-process. The physical organism in the environment always remains a 
thing (MS). 

12 [For the “I” viewed as the biologic individual, see Supplementary Essays II, III.] 
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pride at the throw which he made. The “me” arises to do that 
duty—that is the way in which it arises in his experience. He had 
in him all the attitudes of others, calling for a certain response; 
that was the “me” of that situation, and his response is  
the “I.” 

I want to call attention particularly to the fact that this re-
sponse of the “I” is something that is more or less uncertain. 
The attitudes of others which one assumes as affecting his own 
conduct constitute the “me,” and that is something that is  
there, but the response to it is as yet not given. When one sits 
down to think anything out, he has certain data that are there. 
Suppose that it is a social situation which he has to straighten 
out. He sees himself from the point of view of one individual or 
another in the group. These individuals, related all together, 
give him a certain self. Well, what is he going to do? He does 
not know and nobody else knows. He can get the situation into 
his experience because he can assume the attitudes of the  
various individuals involved in it. He knows how they feel  
about it by the assumption of their attitudes. He says, in effect, 
“I have done certain things that seem to commit me to a cer-  
tain course of conduct.” Perhaps if he does so act it will place 
him in a false position with another group. The “I” as a re-
sponse to this situation, in contrast to the “me” which is in-
volved in the attitudes which he takes, is uncertain. And when 
the response takes place, then it appears in the field of experi-
ence largely as a memory image. 

Our specious present as such is very short. We do, however, 
experience passing events; part of the process of the passage of 
events is directly there in our experience, including some of the 
past and some of the future. We see a ball falling as it passes, 
and as it does pass part of the ball is covered and part is being 
uncovered. We remember where the ball was a moment ago and 
we anticipate where it will be beyond what is given in our ex-
perience. So of ourselves; we are doing something, but to look 
back and see what we are doing involves getting memory  
images. So the “I” really appears experientially as a part of a 
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“me.” But on the basis of this experience we distinguish that 
individual who is doing something from the “me” who puts the 
problem up to him. The response enters into his experience 
only when it takes place. If he says he knows what he is going to 
do, even there he may be mistaken. He starts out to do some-
thing and something happens to interfere. The resulting action 
is always a little different from anything which he could antici-
pate. This is true even if he is simply carrying out the process of 
walking. The very taking of his expected steps puts him in a 
certain situation which has a slightly different aspect from what 
is expected, which is in a certain sense novel. That movement 
into the future is the step, so to speak, of the ego, of the “I.” It 
is something that is not given in the “me.” 

Take the situation of a scientist solving a problem, where he 
has certain data which call for certain responses. Some of this 
set of data call for his applying such and such a law, while others 
call for another law. Data are there with their implications. He 
knows what such and such coloration means, and when he has 
these data before him they stand for certain responses on his 
part; but now they are in conflict with each other. If he makes 
one response he cannot make another. What he is going to do 
he does not know, nor does anybody else. The action of the self 
is in response to these conflicting sets of data in the form of a 
problem, with conflicting demands upon him as a scientist. He 
has to look at it in different ways. That action of the “I” is 
something the nature of which we cannot tell in advance. 

The “I,” then, in this relation of the “I” and the “me,” is 
something that is, so to speak, responding to a social situation 
which is within the experience of the individual. It is the an-  
swer which the individual makes to the attitude which others 
take toward him when he assumes an attitude toward them. 
Now, the attitudes he is taking toward them are present in his 
own experience, but his response to them will contain a novel 
element. The “I” gives the sense of freedom, of initiative. The 
situation is there for us to act in a self-conscious fashion. We are 
aware of ourselves, and of what the situation is, but exactly how 
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we will act never gets into experience until after the action takes 
place. 

Such is the basis for the fact that the “I” does not appear in 
the same sense in experience as does the “me.” The “me” repre-
sents a definite organization of the community there in our own 
attitudes, and calling for a response, but the response that takes 
place is something that just happens. There is no certainty in 
regard to it. There is a moral necessity but no mechanical ne-
cessity for the act. When it does take place then we find what 
has been done. The above account gives us, I think, the relative 
position of the “I” and “me” in the situation, and the grounds 
for the separation of the two in behavior. The two are separated 
in the process but they belong together in the sense of being 
parts of a whole. They are separated and yet they belong to-
gether. The separation of the “I” and the “me” is not fictitious. 
They are not identical, for, as I have said, the “I” is something 
that is never entirely calculable. The “me” does call for a cer-  
tain sort of an “I” in so far as we meet the obligations that are 
given in conduct itself, but the “I” is always something differ-  
ent from what the situation itself calls for. So there is always 
that distinction, if you like, between the “I” and the “me.” The 
“I” both calls out the “me” and responds to it. Taken together 
they constitute a personality as it appears in social experience. 
The self is essentially a social process going on with these two 
distinguishable phases. If it did not have these two phases there 
could not be conscious responsibility, and there would be  
nothing novel in experience. 

23.  social attitudes and the physical world 

The self is not so much a substance as a process in which the 
conversation of gestures has been internalized within an organic 
form. This process does not exist for itself, but is simply a phase 
of the whole social organization of which the individual is a 
part. The organization of the social act has been imported into 
the organism and becomes then the mind of the individual. It 
still includes the attitudes of others, but now highly organized, 
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