In J. Suls (Ed.). (1993).
Psychological perspectives
on the self, Volume 4: The

self in soclal perspective.
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

o —Eaide T

AT i 2 i g AT R T LA AT A S, B L, LD

=

T -

The Sociocultural m_m__ﬁ
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The previous three volumes of this series, Psychological Perspectives on the Self,
have explored and elaborated the structures and processes of the sel{-system. An
implicit assumption underlying the majority of chapters in the volumes (certainly
Markus & Sentis, 1982) is that structures of the self suich as the self-concept and
self-schemas, and those processes anchored in the self such as self-awareness,
self-appraisal, self-consciousness, self-assessment, self-evaluation, and self-
esteem are basic of fundamental in that they are relatively invariant across
people, situations, and contexts. Certainly the content of the self-concept can
differ, as can the domains in which one appraises, evaluates, or is conscious of
the sell, but the structure and functions of the seif are conceptualized as essen-
tially universal. Several chaplers do focus on the possibility of divergence in the
operation of the self—self-schemas are different in depression, self-awarencss
varies with alcohol consumption, processes of social comparison change across
the life span—but there has yet to be a systematic consideration of how socio-
culturzl contexts such as gender, ethnicily, religion, social class, region, and coun:
try of national origin may govern and shape the content and processes of the self.

One might contend that sociocultural factors have not been emphasized be-
cause this series focuses on psychological perspectives on the self. Yet such
partitioning of concerns relcgates the consideration of ethnicity, gender, and
religion to sociology, political science, and anthropology where one is unlikely to
find theoretical attention focused on the self. For example, Talcott Parsons
(1954) in his classic essay “Age and Sex in the Social Structure of the United
States™ shows himself 1o be a keen observer of American life in the 1950s, but
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FIG. 7.1. The sociocultural self,

A PERSPECTIVE ON THE SELF

The self is viewed here as a multifaceted and dynamic entity—active, forceful,
and capable of change—that mediates and regulates most significant intraperso-
nal and interpersonal functioning (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Its functions are: (a)
to lend meaning and organization to one’s experiences—thoughts, feelings, and
actions; and (b) to motivate action by providing incentives, standards, plans,
strategies, and scripts for behavior. As shown in Fig. 7.1, the self-concept is
shaped by a diversity of sociocultural factors. It includes what individuals have
come to think of themselves in the past, what they know about themselves
currently, and very importantly, what they believe is possible for them in the
future, These diverse conceplions of self include social identities—views of
one’s self as Hispanic and American, role identities—views of one’s self as a
parent and a mechanic, as well as individual attributes——views of one’s seif as
caring and hardworking. The focus here is not on single indicators of the self or
identity such as self-esteem or social identity, but on the content, structure, and
function of the entire self-concept (for reviews and detailed discussions of this
general perspective on the self see Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; Kihlstrom,
Cantor, Albright, Chew, Klein, & Niedenthal, 1988; Markus & Herzog, 1991),

How an individual’s various conceptions of self are integrated so that most
people achieve a sense of oneness or continuity remains to be understood. But
what has become increasingly clear is that although terms such as identity and
self-concept suggest a single, monolithic entity, phenomena like identity and self
should be viewed as plural and diverse even within the individual. This emphasis
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on the multiplicity or multidimensionality has led to the realization that it is no
longer feasible to refer to the self-concept. Instead, it is necessary to refer to the
working, on-line, ot accessible sell-concept (Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1986; Markus
& Nurius, 1986; Rhodewalt, 1986; Rhodewalt & Agustsdottir, 1986; Schlenker,
1985). Each individual has a vast repertoire of self-conceptions, but obviously
not all of these conceptions will be accessible at any one time. What emerges in
social behavior and is assessed with one or another instrument is the working
sclf-concept. Although each individual probably has some chronically-accessible
self-conception, the self-concepl is best viewed as a continually active, shifting
array of accessible self-knowledge.

Within an individual's collection of conceptions of the self, some are tenta-
tive, fleeting, and peripheral, others are highly elaborated and function as endur-
ing, meaning-making, or interpretive structures that help individuals lend coher-
ence lo their own life experiences. These domain specific knowledge structures
can be called self-schemas (Markus, 1977), salient identities (Stryker, 1987), or
core conceptions (Russell ¢t al., 1992). They are conceived of as packages of
sell~knowledge that derive from past experience {(e.g., I am independent, I work
well with other people, | am shy, I can function under stress, 1 am a good mother,
teacher, soccer player, community volunteer, etc.). The domains of an individu-
al’s self-schemas reflect what he or she thinks about, cares about, and spends
time and energy on. They form the coordinates of the individual’s experiential
world and the set of an individual’s self-schemas represent the core of the self-
concept. Seme attention has been given to how schemas vary in their extent of
elaboration, in their valence, in their temporal focus (past, present, future), but -
their specific content as a consequence of social context and social history has
not been systematically analyzed (Gurin & Matkus, 1989),

Self-schemata are not only generalizations of past actions, characteristics, and
skills, but are also claims of responsibility for one's present and future actions,
characteristics, and skills in a given domain (Markus, Cross, & Wurf, 1990),
Thus, a significant component of any self-schema is one’s beliefs about what is
possible in a domain in the future, Possible selves are the future-oriented compo-
nents of the self-schema, the components that are essential for putting the self
into action (Markus & Nurius, 1986). They are images and conceptions of the
selves that individuals would like to become, could become, are afraid of becom-
ing (see Cantor & Zirkel, 1990 for a review of representations of the self in the
future),

A halimark of this current view of the self is that construction of the self-
concept does not avail itself of information indiscriminately, but is instead selec-
tive, inventive, and creative. The individual plays an important agentic role in
designing a self and authoring a coherent and, when possible, a satisfying or
pleasing self-narrative (Spencer, Josephs, & Stecle, in press; Steele, 1988; Tes-
ser, {988). James (1890/1927), for example, declared “the secker of his truest,
strongest, deepest self must review the list (of possibilitics) carefully, and pick
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FIG. 7.2. The socially embedded self.

Fulani of Burkina Faso, Africa. Yet the impact of social groups on the self is not
limited to differences in content of the self-concept. A connection to one or
another of these social groups through ascription or achievement may influence
the very processes of self and identity formation and the resulting structure of the
self and identity (Hughes & Demo, 1989; Markus, Cross, & Wurf, 1990).
The social embeddedness of the individual can be conceptualized diagram-
matically as shown in Fig. 7.2. The top of Fig. 7.2a presents an individual
located within an interpersonal space and defined by his or her past and current
contact with significant others such as family, friends, and coworkers. As shown,
these particular interpersonal contacts and relationships themselves take place
within the context of the sociocultural and economic conditions that prevail in the
immediate environment of neighborhood and work place. Neighborhood and
work place contexis are themselves embedded within the sociocultural units of
vlass, n&iomc‘. gender, and religion, and are shaped by economic conditions,
nationality, and historical context. These embedded contexts are nested, with the
influence of each being mediated by the constraints placed on it by all the others,
The main point is. that these effects cannot be easily disentangled. One is not a
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woman and a Catholic and an Hispanic and creative and sympathetic, but instead
a sympathetic, creative, Hispanic, Catholic woman (or perhaps a Catholic, His-
panic, creative, sympathetic woman). The independent contribution of each so-
ciocultural context to ane’s self or identity cannot be evaluated. Each attribute ot
identifying feature both provides meaning to, and recruits meaning from, all the
others. The resulting self is some melding, collaging, or weaving together of
one’s various sociocultural influences (which metaphor is most appropriate here
is important but at this point it is an empirical question). For. example, being
Asian American is experienced not as separate from being a woman or scparate
from being a 19-year-old, but from the perspective of a 19-year-old Asian Ameri-
can woman in 1992,

The bottom of Fig. 7.2b shows that the particular nesting of contexts and the
relationships between these contexts and society at large are critical in under-
standing the sell. In some cases, one's proximal, immediate context serves to
translate, personalize, and reinforce the messages of the broader context within
which they are embedded. In other cases, there will be tension among one’s
various sociocultural contexts and they will not be mutually and reciprocally
reinforcing. For example, the messages provided by one’s immediate family
context about one's worth and value may be directly countered by the messages
provided by peers in the neighborhood or by the larger society about one’s
position or value {Hurtado, Rodriguez, Gurin, & Beals, 1990; Ito, 1985; Steele,
1988). The self-definitional projects of those people whose various sociocultural
messages cohere and provide a more or less unified view of how to be are likely
to be quite different from the self-definitional projects of those who receive
conflicting messages from their various sociocultural contexts. .

Not all the messages that an individual receives about how lo be a self will be
taken in and incorporated into the self-concept. Detailing an individual’s impor-
tant sociocultural contexts is useful for understanding the distribution of mes-
sages of “how to be a self” one is likely to receive. Such an analysis is partic-
ularly useful for highlighting which types of self-schemas are unlikely to
develop. For example, without a sociocultural context that creates and supports a
view of one’s self as competent or worthy or musical, or that encourages an
appreciation of one's roles in maintaining harmony and smooth relationships
among people, such self-schemas are unlikely to develop. Moreover, it is not
enough that a particular message of “how to be” is communicated, it also needs
to be reinforced and scaffolded. Thus, the nature of the relationship between the
target of a given sociocultural message and its transmitter is probably also criti-
cal, as is the form of the message. Messages can be framed collectively, transmit-
ted in the same way to ail receivers, or individualized, tailored to the specific
other receiving the message. Transmission may take place as part of an ongoing
relationship with a particular other or the message may be conveyed by movies
and television.
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198 OYSERMAN AND MARKUS

own messages and serves as an aspect of every other sociocultural context as
well. Men and women from their earliest days receive somewhat different mes-
sages about what it means te be a “good person.” Women leamn the value of
relationship and of preserving connections between the self and other (Gilligan,
1982; Markus & Oyscrman, 1989; Miller, 1986; Stewart & Lykes, 1985). Men
are more likely to' be encouraged to see themselves as autonomous, separate, or
not connected to others. Supporting evidence for this idea is found in a recent
study (Josephs, Markus, & Talarodi, 1992) that suggests that self-esteem can be
linked to different processes in men and women. For men, self-estecm is con-
nected with an individuation process in which personal distinguishing achieve-
ments are emphasized. In contrast, women's self-esteem can be linked to a
process in which connections and attachments to others are emphasized.

Even within North America, where everyone is encouraged to value autono-

my and achievement, womcen are still encouraged to focus on relationships and

are, in one way or another, required to be the relationship experts. The source of
this divergence is a matter of considerable debate (Chodorow, 1978; Eagly, 1987;
Miller, 1986), but wamen continue to be (he ones whao are more likely to define
themselves in terms of their relationships with specific others—children,
spouses, work colleagues, and friends.

Facilitating Self-Definition

Within a given sociocultural context, certain ways of conceptualizing the self are
modeled, valued. and therefore, easier or more “natural™ to construct and main-
tain than others, Compare the high school senior who says that after college, she
wants to devote herself to community development efforts and expects to marry a
doctor or lawyer and become a “professional volunteer™ with the student who
hopes to have a job in a clothing store, and expects that she will probably be like
her mother, have children and be responsible for them, although now what she
would like is to have fun and enjoy herself. The graduating college, marrying a
doctor or lawyer, and becoming a professional volunteer possible selves of the
first tecn are likely to be products of a context in which going o college is
normative, community service is valued, and personal contact with eligible
males, whether in law and medical school or postgraduation, is plausible. The
second teen's assumptions about the plausible, likely, and to-be-expected selves
scem quite different. She too conceives of a future that entails work, family, and
nurturance yet these are framed in ways that make sense in her life space, and
given the way that these constructs can be operationalized within her
environment.

Sociocultural contexts provide detailed visions of some selves, and not of
others. A vision or instantiation of what is possible for the self provided in one
context may be contradicted or overriden in another. Take, for example, the
S-vear-old who has been Kicking a bali in the back yard with her father and is told

w
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she can be a soccer player, then signs up for soccer lessons only to find that the
coach and all of the other players are boys. Allernatively, the possible selves
nurtured in one context may not be directly opposed, discouraged, or denied in
another context, they may simply be irrclevant to the possibilities and oppor-
tunities available in these contexts. Thus, today in many professional settings,
woman employees are not actively discouraged from viewing themselves as
mothers and family members, but neither are such conceptions of the self ac-
tively modeled or fostered. And it is reasonable to argue that when a possible self
is not scaffolded or modeled, it is decidedly more difficult to maintain.

Which Messages are Salient?

The question of which of the various messages a person receives will be seized
and elaborated into chronically accessible self-schemas, and which instead will
be part of the repertoire of self-conception (o be brought on line or made focal
when circumstances require it, but not otherwise, is a challenging question, For
example, studies on gender identity reveal that although nearly everyone can be
expected to have some conception of themselves in terms of their gender, only
some women think a great deal about their gender and develep gender-schemas
(Cross & Markus, in press). For these women gender will have a master status
within the identity (Stryker, 1984) and they will be “tuned into” and sensitive to
gender, and events will tend to be framed and interpreted according to their
relevance to gender. Social experiences will have order, meaning, and structure
by virtue of what they reveal about gender (Deaux & Major, 1987; Gurin &
Markus, 1989),

Similarly, ethnicity has also been found to be an extremely important aspect of
identity for some, but not for all, individuals. Bowman (1987) and Allen, Daw-
son, and Brown (1989) find; for example, that African-Americans who are older
and less weli-educated from the South and from rural regions are more likely to
feel close to other Black people, and are presumably more likely to define
themselves in terms of their ethnicity. Recent studies on ethnic identity in various
parts of the world reveal (hat those groups that are in the minority with respect to
language, skin color, and religion are those most likely to define themseives in
these terms (Husain, 1992; Husain & Suri, 1992). When a characteristic is
unusual relative to the population as a whole, or when a characteristic stands out,
over time this characteristic is likely to become the basis of an enduring self-
structure {Markus & Sentis, 1982). These findings are consistent with the work
of the McGuires (McGuire, 1984; McGuire & McGuire, 1982), who contend that
people are most likely to describe themselves spontaneously in terms of those
features that make them distinctive in a given social environment.

In the McGuires’ (McGuire, 1984; McGuire & McGuire, 1982) studies, the
content of the self was shown to vary wilh the environment so that the short
children in a class were the ones most likely to mention their height in their self-
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Yet for example, distinctiveness because of one's membership in a nor-
malively valved group, and distinctiveness because of one's membership in a
group devalued or stigmatized by some other groups arc likely to engage quite
different self-definitional processes. Defining onc's self as native American may
be casy because of this groups® distinctiveness in American society, but it is also
fraught with conflict becavse by adolescence most native Americans are aware
that their group is oflen perceived ncgatively by others in American society, St.
Clair { 1989) suggests that being a member of a less powerful group (her example
is women) can sometimes be considered a handicap because it Focuses attention
away from the individual and onto assumed group characteristics that are not
always positive. It is also possible, however, that in the process of discounting or
disavowing a stigma or a negalive evaluation of others, one's identity or self-
concept may become more clear or sharply focused. Research that might answer
such questions is just beginning to be carried out. . ,

In a series of studies, Crocker and colleagues have explored the possible
consequences of such nepatively valenced group distinctiveness (Bylsma,
Tomaka, Luhtanen, & Crocker, 1992; Crocker & Major, 1989; Crocker, Voelkl,
Testa, & Major, 1991). Their findings suggest that members of stigmatized
groups may seck to discredit negative feedback as due to prejudice, and compare
the selfl only with similarly stigmatized individuals {Crocker & Major, 1989).
Positive feedback is also suspect and may not have a positive effect because it
may be based on one’s stigmatized group membership as opposed to one's
inclividual attributes (Crocker et al., 1991}, An individual may ask herself, “Was
my performance truly good?” or "Was the evaluator being polite and trying to
avoid giving negative feedback?” or *Was my performance actually poor but still
better than expected from someone [rom my group?” While negative feedback
can be dismissed or defended against as due to prejudice, the atiributional ambi-
guity surrounding positive feedback means that it cannot be easily incorporated
into the self either. Further, once the self has been chailenged or threatened in
this way, it may be more difficult to mobilize the self as an *on line” organizer of
expericnce (Bylsma et al., 1992).

individuals embedded in contexts that provide conflicting, contradictory, or
negative messages must struggle to find a balance between the negative selves
thrust upon them and the positive senses of sell they would like to create. This
type of identity work is unnecessary for those who do not receive conflicting or
ncgative messages. Pemberton (1992) has recently graphically described this
identity work for Blacks and claims that the “necessity of concentrating on
surviving in Black skin saps the energies; not only does it keep real political and
social power in the hands of Whites, but it makes the ‘self no more than a
sociological fact, dancing marionette-style, to a degrading tune.™ She argues that
confronting the meanings that others provide can be a full time task, mnms_.m little
room for self-constructed individuality.

|
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Similarly, others contend that relative to young boys, young girls may have to
devote considerable effort to self-definition and to maintaining a cohcrent view of
sell because as they mature they receive conflicting or negative messages about
how to “be” (Gilligan, Lyons, & Hanmer, 1989}. Further, they may receive more
positive feedback for following rules, being cooperative, friendly, and obedient,
than they receive for being assertive, creative, independent, or aggressive (Cross
& Markus, in press). Even in terms ol physical characteristics, a recent series of
studics suggests that a wornan is likely to be viewed as small, shost, or petite, as
compared with 2 man, whether in fact she really is or not (Manis, Biernat, &
Nelson, 1991; Neison, Biemnat, & Manis, 1990). Apparently girls are often given
feedback that focuses their attention on certain aspects of the self, and not on
others. Yet, to focus on the self as cooperative, friendly, and physically small, is
to miss opportunities to self-define in other domains valued in our achievement-
oriented society and may also be the source of negative self-definitions {(what if
one is not physically small, not particularly socially adept, and enjoys
competition?).

Showers {1992) contends that if negative feedback is relevant to important
life domains, then individuals may be forced to maintain negative information
within the self. Girls may receive messages about how to be an “appropriate”
woman and also messages about how (o be a “good” or “appropriate” person.
If satisfying one set of imperatives means failing to satisfy the other, women
may necessarily carry more negative self-knowledge in their sell-concepts.
Further, conflicting messages about “how to be” may well handicap perfor-
mance. There is some recent evidence, for example, that when perceived stereo-
typically, individuals may perform stercotypically. Consider the group-level
proposition; “women perform worse than men in math.” In a series of studies
aimed at exploring women's vulnerability to this vision of their own possi-
bilities, Spencer and Steele (1992) found that women will perform worse than
men in a math task unless this expectation is explicitly lifted and the
women are told that males and females do not score differently on the math
test in question. When this occurs women's scores are not significantly
different from men's scores. Spencer and Steele tcrm this responsiveness
“stereotype vulnerability,” suggesting that women behave in terms of the stereo-
type, are vulnerable to it, and seem to have included it in their definitions
of self.

Women who are given the message that success, achievement, and compe-
tence are important criteria on which to build a positive sense of self-worth, and
are also given the message that nurturance, sharing, and caring are primary
components of their role as women (Gurin & Markus, 1989), must work at
personalizing, organizing, and integrating these messages. They must develop a
means to mediate these contradictions in the process of regulaling affect and
motivation {e.g., should one feel good or poorly at being told that one is “compe-
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206 OYSERMAN AND MARKUS

these attributes or identitics only if they can behave accordingly and thereby
validate the identity. In most cases this means employment outside the home, an
occupation, a career (and preferably achievement within them), at the very least,
a job. A substantial literature on White—-Black employment differcnces docu-
ments that Blacks are overrepresented in low status, unstable, and low wage
johs, are more likely to be unemployed, and may be overrepresented in the
population of individuals who have given up hope of finding employment
and are not counted in official employment statistics (Allen & Farley, 1985,
Bowman, {991a, 1991b). As a consequence, it may be difficult to create an iden-
tity that includes independence, success, and achievement as they are norma-
tively defined (Bowman, 1990). What these identitics will be built of remains
an open empirical question. It is of course possible to define efficacy in other
ways. but doing so requires going against the mainstream created by the institu-
tions and practices of American culture. The claim is not that those individuals
who cannot find work will reveal unstable or diffuse identities (although this is
possiblc), but only that the identity must, of necessity, assume a different form
and that the work of seif-definition may be decidedly more fraught with tension,
conflict, and resistance than James (1890/1927) or even Erikson (1968) envi-
sioned,

In this section we have focused only on variation and processes of the self as a
consequence of receiving negative or conflicting messages about how to be a
self, Certainly, however, the processes of the self could also vary depending on
the content of one’s important self-schemas, in the way that self-knowledge is
represenied, and on the larger Saw_.::m that one’s moa_ooc_:_:._ context gives to
being or having a self.

VARIATION IN THE MEANING OF SELF

To this point we have been examining variation in the content and processes of
the self. The implicit assumption has been that there is a universal need or desire
to define one's self and to differentiate one’s self from others. This self-
definitional process involves weaving together self-schemas based on personal
attributes with those rooted in social identities to create a separate, bounded,
unique sell. According to most self theorists, development involves a life-long
progressive differentiation of self-knowledge (e.g., Erikson, 1968). It is possi-
ble, however, that there can be divergence in what ontology or theory of being is
characteristic of a given sociocultural context. Thus, the very meaning of being
or existence {i.e., the meaning of self) can assume different forms in different
contexts, and it is likely that this variation will have powerful consequences for
the resulting self-system. For the most part, such differences. have not been
analyzed but they are potentially m_w_:ﬁnm_.: for understanding the workings of
the seif.
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Thus for example, Anderson (1991) maps out similarities and differences
across the three major ethnic group cultures in Singapore (Chinese, Indian, and
Malay) in terms of their dominant temporal focus (past, present, Tuture), their
understanding of the meaning of human activity (doing, being, becoming), the
nature of intergroup relations (autonomy, interdependence, hierarchy), the
person—nature relationship (mastery, subjugation, harmony), and the basic nature
of human beings (good, neutral, evil). These differences, in what is highlighted
by a given cultural group, should determine what kind of self-system is likely to
develop, and will constrain and aflord its _._._znzo:_:m. although such conse-
quences have nol been drawn out.

Anderson (1991) does suggest that while all three ethnic groups view the
family group as the basic unit for defining the individual, Malay culture views
family groups as inlerdependent, Indian culture assumes an intergroup hierarchy,
and Chinese culture assumes interfamily autonomy. These diflcrences are likely
to lead to different foci of attention in defining the sell’. In related work within an
American cultural context, a number of authors (e.g., Jackson, McCullough,
Gurin, & Broman, 199f; Martin & Martin, 1985; Taylor, Chatters, Tucker, &
Lewis, 1990) have suggested that Americans of African descent have tradi-
tionally viewed themselves as importantly defined by their family, kin, and

. ethnic origins, and that self-definition is often linked with the provision of help to

others within their community.

Recently, Lebra {1992) has sketched a series of ontolegical differences be-
tween North America and Japan, or more broadly between the East and the West.
She argues that what it means to be differs quite dramatically within these two
regions. Her contention is that much of the East values what she labels the
“Shinto-Buddhist submerged self,” while much of the West values a “Cartesian,
split self.” The particular ontological space she describes is defined by two
axes—the horizontal anchored by Culture and Nature, and the vertical anchored
by Being and Nothingness, Within this space, Lebra (1992) locates two contrast-
ing models of the self. The North American and European self is jocated in the
quadrant defined by Cuiture and Being. The goal of all existence from this
ontological perspective is self-objectification—a highlighting of (he division
between the experiencer and what is experienced. Becoming autonomous and
separate and distinct from others is valued and emphasized, as are words, the
head, and processes like ideation and abstraction. The emphasis is on knowing
and knowledge and thus on self-knowledge and sell-knowing as the goal of
existence.

This Cartesian model of the nature of being and the self overlaps, but is
importantly different from that model located in the quadrant defined by Nature
and Nothingness. The goal of all existence from this latter perspective is not self-
objectification but instead freedom from self—a downplaying of the division
between the experiencer and the object of experience, It is nol separalion from
others and becoming distinct that are to be valued but instead connection with
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210 OYSERMAN AND MARKUS

ascribed, they often function to facilitate attainment of self-defining goals (Hsu,
1983; Markus & Kitayama. 1991a). Relationships are maintained to the extent
that they continue to be useful (Hsu, 1983; Waterman, 1984).

On the other hand, collectivism and interdependence as a world view moncmna
attention on maintenance of social norms and performance of social duties as
defined by the ingroup and is characterized by interactions with relatively few
others in long term and stable relationships (e.g., Sinha & Verma, 1987; Triandis,
19908; 1990b). The group is viewed as the basic unit of survival (Hui & Villareal,
1989). The development and maintenance of a set of common beliefs, attitudes,
and practices is extolted, and the importance of cooperation with ingroup members
is highlighted (Georgas, 1989; Hui & Triandis, 1986, Markus & Kitayama,
1991a). Attempts to distinguish between the personal and the communal are likely
to appear false and be suspect (Triandis, 1990a, 1990b), social responsiveness is
valued. and individuals are expected to attain understanding of their place within
the ingroup by reflecting on and atténding to the needs of the group (Cousins,
1989, Markus & Kitayama, 1991a). Relationships are ascribed as a function of
ingroup membership; they are intense, enduring, and not described in utilitarian
terms (Miller, Bersoff, & Harwood, 1990; Triandis, 1987).

An individualistic view of the self suggests that each individual is to be judged
by the degree to which he or she has achieved personal success. Individuals are
said to be in competition with one another for scarce resources, such that conflict
and competition are primarily conceived of on an interpersonal basis (Fiske,
1990). Coalitions between and among individuals are established for the purpose
of maximizing personal gain, and these coalitions change as circumstances
change with each individual seeking relationships with those most able to be of
use at any particular point in time (Hsu, 1983). Relationships can be established
with anyone who can aide the self in the process of self-actualization, individual-
ists are adept at creating ad hoc groups (Triandis et al., 1988).

A collectivist view of the self suggests that each individual is to be judged as
centrally defined by his/her in- or outgroup membership. Collectivists are social-
ized 10 interact in a friendly way with ingroup not outgroup members, conflict is
conceived of as an intergroup phenomena (Triandis, 1990a, 1990b), and rela-
tively high levels of such conflict are perceived (Oyserman, in press). Outgroup
members are trealed with suspicion or even hostility, and ingroup members are to
take advantage of outgroup members when it is possible (Triandis, 1987, 1988).
Since cooperation occurs primarily with ingroup members, peaceful coexistence
is heavily dependent on perception of the other as a member of an ingroup. This
ingroup may be on a higher order of abstraction than is relevant for every day
interchange and may be called upon onty when necessary 1o ensure cooperation
and peacefut coexistence (Triandis, 1987). However, ingroups cannot be created
at will, for collectivists only certain groups are meaningful and culturally pre-
scribed norms dictate which atiributes are necessary for meaningful group forma-
tion (Hsu, 1983).
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Although the literature has often presented these world views as mono-
lithically available within a particular cultural milicu, a number of authors have
argued that various world views arc available within a given society and that
individuals will internalize various levels of each (Oyserman, in press; Schwartz,
1950; Triandis et al., 1985). A recent study exploring levels of individualism and
collectivism among Arabs and Jews in [srael found that collectivists were more
likely to view social identities as chronicaily available, and were less likely to
view such “individualistic” characteristics as flexibility, independence, and au-
lonomy as important to the way that they viewed themselves, and were more
likely to endorse “collectivist” characteristics such as self-sacriflicing as both
self-defining and important {Oyserman, in press). Thus when taking a broad,
cultural perspective, it is clear that the worlds being construed are importantly
different, and that these differences will be related to differences in the way that
the self is constructed and the purposes it serves.

Very few studies exploring dilferences in the nature of the self-concept as a
furiction of divergent theories of being have yet to be carried oul. As suggested
earlier, there are a number of studies implying that self-knowledge may assume
somewhat different forms in different self-systems so thal self-knowledge may be
role-based or action-based rather than characterized in (rait attribute terms. But a
careful analysis of how the content or process of self might differ with the
underfying ontology is still to be accomplished. In a recent study, Kitayama and
Markus (1992) have noted that American parents emphasize the ways in which
their children are positively distinctive or unique, while Japanese parents tend to
focus on the circumstances or situations where their children aren’t fitting-in and
how to correct it. They reasoned that given this dilferential social feedback
Japancse and American students might well evidence difTerent types of self-
cvaluative schema. American students might become very tuned into or sensitive
to positive, self-relevant information, and Japanese students might become much
more tuned into negative, self-relevant information,

In a recent study, Cross et al. (1992) examined cultural variation in Tesser's
(1988) self-evaluation maintenance model. Tesser has shown with American
respondents that people fee! good when a close other performs weli in a non self-
relevant domain, but feels threatened when a close other performs well in 4 self-
relevant domain. Cross et al. reasoned that for those individuals who include
others as part of the self, or have an interdependent self in which relations with
others are the self-defining unit, self-evaluation maintenance may assume a
different form. They found that in contrast to Americans, Chinese students in
Taiwan, particularly males, are not threatened when a close other performs well.

These preliminary explorations of divergent ontologies, or theories of being,
raise compelling new questions about which aspects of seif-definition and identi-
ty maintenance are universal and relatively invariant and which are a product of
particular sociocultural configurations. An initial reading suggests that the “Who
am [” question and the goal of constructing a sense of one’s place in the social






