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Note:  Due to the broad variety of introductory textbooks effectively taught by all faculty 
in the system, it is necessary to select a primary source for base definitions that can be 
accessed by all students.  For purposes of concept definition and, where needed, 
expansion, all wording is drawn from The Blackwell Dictionary of Sociology: A User’s 
Guide to Sociological Language, Allan G. Johnson (published in 1995 by Blackwell 
Publishers: Oxford, UK).  All other examples and discussion are drawn from my notes. 
 
SOCIALIZATION 
 
Socialization: “Socialization is the process through which people are prepared to 
participate in social systems.  Included in this concept is some understanding of symbol 
and idea systems, language, and the relationships that make up social systems.  We are 
generally not socialized to understand systems as systems, to analyze how they actually 
work and their consequences.  Instead, we come to understand systems as a taken for 
granted reality that is simply as it seems to be.  What is generally not included, in other 
words, is any kind of sociological awareness of what it is we are participating in and how 
we are participating in it” (1995:267). 
 
The ultimate product of socialization and internalization (the process of taking social 
symbols, idea systems and relationships as one’s own) is the social self.  The self 
emerges through the impact of multiple factors, occurs through identified stages, and 
takes form through actions of multiple agents.  Accompanying terms are listed in each 
category, with brief examples. 
 
Impacting factors: 
Heredity and Environment:  This discussion encapsulates the nature v. nurture debate, 
which is unresolved.  The question is: Is the social self a product of genetics, like our hair 
color or eye color, or is it the product of how and where we are raised (the social 
environment)?  Most sociologists reject this dualism (or presentation of only two 
oppositional elements), and concur that socialization is, to varying degrees, the product of 
both. 
Race, Class, Ethnicity, Gender, Age: These factors are socially specific in their content, 
despite the fact that most also have a biological definition.  Gender, for example, is the 
social understanding of how we are to behave, dress, speak, etc. as men and women, and 
the sex of male or female is the accompanying biology that brings these social 
understandings into the content of our socialization.  Similarly, race is arguably less 
important biologically than it is sociologically; that is, race and ethnicity have no 
universal meaning when applied to human biological features (no scientifically defensible 
biological difference) but the presence of one’s race and in comparison to the race of 
others has definitive outcomes for the social self.  Class is not strictly a biological 
concept, although sociobiologists (theorists who believe that biology drives human 
behavior and belief) argue that social class is the inevitable outcome of genetic 
predisposition.  (See, for example, The Bell Curve—and think of the debate over nature v. 
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nurture.)  Aging is indeed a biological process, but the meaning and social outcomes of 
aging—something to be dreaded or something to be honored—are also highly variable 
across societies. 
 
Stages of socialization:
The stages of socialization that are recognized for purposes of social analysis are drawn 
from the theorists and the theories of how the social self evolves.  The primary theorists 
discussed here are G.H. Mead and Jean Piaget. 
 
G.H. Mead:  Mead theorized that a tripartite (or three parts) sense of self emerges 
through developmental stages.  The three parts of the self are the “I”, the “me” and the 
“generalized other.”  The “I” is the part of the self that is often a subconscious 
understanding—for example, the internalized core beliefs of individual ways of being.  
The “me” is the social self, the conscious understanding of who the self is, and how one 
exists in the broader social world.  The “generalized other” is the product of internalizing 
the sense of social interaction and relations, an understanding of social roles and social 
values in interaction.  Mead believed we develop the tripartite self through stages of 
social behavior.  The “I” exists from infancy, and is expressed through unsystematic play, 
or interaction that has no rules.  For example, toddlers playing with trucks may play 
together or may not.  Playing simply requires that they engage in the same activity; it has 
no rules for how to interact.  The “me” indicates the emergence of self-consciousness, of 
the social self as a being with specific characteristics (boy or girl, for example).  The 
“generalized other” is the last stage of development, and requires the understanding of 
oneself in relation to social values and morals of expected behavior.  Mead often used the 
example of moving from play to games like baseball.  In order to participate in baseball 
you need to develop not only a sense of the rules of the game, but be able to understand 
the expectations of behavior for yourself and all other teammates. 
 
Jean Piaget:  Piaget also theorized a developmental process, but bases his theory on the 
acquisition of skills.  There are four stages: 1) sensorimotor (infancy, experiencing social 
life through the senses and separating self from environment); 2) preoperational (ages 2-
7, mastering language and symbols in an egocentric fashion); 3) concrete operational 
(ages 7-11, understanding basic abstractions and logical thought, such as causality); 4) 
formal operational (ages 11-15, understanding how to problem solve, or to see more than 
one outcome).  Although Piaget proposed specific ages for each ability, he felt that many 
adults may not fully succeed at the formal operational stage.  This is why he emphasized 
the need for universal education for the full development of abstract thinking skills, and 
hence the complete evolution of the skilled social self. 
 
Agents of socialization:  Every institution in our society contributes to socialization both 
from infancy to adulthood, and throughout our adult lives.  Primary agents are direct 
influences, such as family members, peer groups or schooling.  Secondary agents are 
indirect influences, such as mass media or popular culture.  Resocialization occurs 
throughout our lives as many of our experiences change.  Work, for example, changes 
our peer groups, and the expectations of behavior.  We “re-socialize” ourselves to these 
new circumstances. 


