
92      Part II: Social Structure, Processes, and Control

many times each day. We now explore these seemingly 
simple interactions that are key in developing our self and 
in our socialization process.

The looking-glass self idea is part of symbolic interac-
tion theory and offers important insights into how individ-
uals develop the self. Two of the major scholars in this 
approach were Charles H. Cooley ([1909] 1983) and 
George Herbert Mead ([1934] 1962). Cooley believed that 
the self is a social product, shaped by interactions with 
others from the time of birth. He likened interaction pro-
cesses to looking in a mirror, whereby each person reflects 
an image of the other.

Each to each a looking-glass

Reflects the other that doth pass

—Cooley [1909]1983:184

For Cooley ([1909] 1983), the looking-glass self is a 
reflective process that develops the self based on our inter-
pretations and on our internalization of the reactions of 
others. In this process, Cooley believed that there are three 
principal elements, shown in Figure 4.1: (1) We imagine 
how we appear to others, (2) others judge our appearance 
and respond to us, and (3) we react to that feedback. We 
experience feelings such as pride or shame based on what 
we imagine this judgment of others means and respond 
based on our interpretation. Moreover, throughout this 
process, we actively try to manipulate other people’s view 
of us to serve our needs and interests. This is one of the 
many ways we learn to be boys or girls—the image we see 
reflected back to us lets us know whether we have behaved 
in socially acceptable ways according to gender expecta-
tions in our social setting. The issue of gender socializa-
tion, in particular, is discussed in Chapter 9. Of course, 
this does not mean our interpretation of the other person’s 

response is correct, but our interpretation does determine 
how we respond.

Our self is influenced by the many “others” with whom 
we interact, and each of our interpretations of their reac-
tions feeds into our self-concept. Recall that the isolated 
children failed to develop this sense of self precisely 
because they lacked interaction with others.

Taking the looking-glass-self idea a step further, Mead 
explained that individuals take others into account by 
imagining themselves in the position of that other, a pro-
cess called role-taking. When children play mommy and 
daddy, doctor and patient, or firefighter, they are imagin-
ing themselves in another’s shoes. Role-taking allows 
humans to view themselves from the standpoint of others. 
This requires mentally stepping out of our own experience 
to imagine how others experience and view the social 
world. Through role-taking, we begin to see who we are 
from the standpoint of others. In short, role-taking allows 
humans to view themselves as objects, as though they 
were looking at themselves through the eyes of another 
person. For Mead, role-taking is a prerequisite for the 
development of our sense of self.

The following “Engaging Sociology” describes a situa-
tion experienced by Brent Staples, an African American 
journalist. It illustrates the relationship between our 
development of self through the looking-glass self and 
role-taking, and stereotypes. Many stereotypes—rigid 
images of members of a particular group—surround 
young African American males in the United States. Think 
about the human cost of stereotypes and their effect on the 
socialization process as you read the following essay. If 
one’s sense of self is profoundly influenced by how we see 
others respond (the looking-glass self) and one’s ability to 
role-take by imagining oneself in another’s shoes, how 
might the identity of a young African American boy be 
affected by public images of Black males?

FIGURE 4.1  The Looking-Glass Self Process of Self-Development
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1. We imagine how we want to appear to others.
2. Others make judgments and respond.
3. We experience feelings and react based on our interpretations.
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