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ABSTRACT

. THE SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONIST PERSPECTIVE AND MEDIA
INFLUENCE ON THE RACIAL ATTITUDES OF CHILDREN:
AN EXPLORATORY STUDY

By

Sherrie Lee Mazingo

The purpose of this study was to examine mass media influ-
ence, specifically television influence, on the racial attitudes of
majority and minority children. This study drew from the symbolic
interactionist perspective in development of a theoretical frame-
work whose basic propositions were that (1) the determination of
media effects is embedded in a processual environment; (2) for any
given set of effects, the attitudes and actions of specific others
affect the attitudes and actions of the individual; (3) those indi-
viduals who affect the attitudes and actions of the individual are
subject to the same kinds of influences as the individual; (4) the
central behavioral term of self or self-concept primarily stems
from interaction with others; (5) self or self-concept undergoes
an interpretative process which mediates the influence of specific
others and the media; (6) the cognitive processes of reasoning,
thinking, and intelligence influence the interpretive process;

(7) different attitudes are held toward different representations
of the same class of objects; (8) these different attitudes recip-

rocally influence one another, and (9) as influences in the



Sherrie Lee Mazingo

environment of the individual change, attitudes held by the indi-
vidual also change.

On the basis of the theoretic rationale and other considera-
tions relevant to media influence, a causal model encompassing six
exogenous variables and eight endogenous variables was developed.
The six exogenous variables were (1) frequency of exposure to tele-
vision portrayals; (2) perceived treatment of minority and majority
individuals by other media; (3) perceived significant others' atti-
tudes toward television portrayals; (4) perceived significant
others' attitudes toward mental ability; (5) number of minority
and majority individuals known well; and (6) socioeconomic status.
The eight endogenous variables were (1) knowledge of television
portrayals; (2) self-interaction; (3) perceived mental ability;

(4) self-concept; (5) media perception; (6) generalized reality;
(7) attitude toward television portrayals, and (8) attitude

toward ethnic groups apart from television portrayals. Two
variations of the general model were examined: one for the influ-
ence of black portrayals, and the other for the influence of white
portrayals.

It was hypothesized that influence would be exerted by
frequency of exposure to the portrayals on knowledge of the por-
trayals, and self-interaction; perceived media treatment on atti-
tude toﬁard the ethnic group; socioeconomic status on self-concept;
and number of minority and majority individuals known well on self-
interaction. As number of minority and majority individuals known
well increased, it was hypothesized to negatively influence the

level of generalized reality.
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Reciprocal influences were posited between perceived sig-
nificant others' attitudes toward mental ability and perceived
mental ability; self-concept and attitude toward the ethnic group;
perceived significant others' attitudes toward television portrayals
and the attitude toward television portrayals; attitude toward tele-
vision portrayals and attitude toward the ethnic group.

The sample consisted of 241 third and fifth grade children
in the Lansing and Ingham Intermediate school districts. The
children from the Lansing district were enrolled in racially inte-
grated schools while the children from the Ingham district were
enrolled in a racially nonintegrated school. 1In all, there were
142 white children, 68 black children, 25 Chicano children, 4 Native
American children, and 2 children of other races. The final survey
questionnaire was administered by trained interviewers in March
and May, 1975, and pretested by trained interviewers in February,
1975. The final questionnaire which consisted of stimulus pictures
of black and white television characters, and open-ended and closed-
ended questions, took about one hour to complete.

The statistical design initially proposed a nonrecursive
path analytic model to represent the hypothesized reciprocal influ-
ences. Preliminary data examinations, however, did not support a
test of the nonrecursive model on the given data set. A revised
model was estimated by weighted multiple regression techniques for
evidence of covariation in specifying a more correct model.

Given the misspecification of the model caution was sug-

gested in the interpretation of the path coefficients. Overall,
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results of the model for black portrayals generally yielded higher
explained variance and more significant relationships than results
for white portrayals across the entire sample. The path coefficients
consistently explaining the most variation in the endogenous vari-
ables for both black and white portrayals were the hypothesized
relationships between (a) perceived significant others' attitudes
toward the television portrayals and the respondent's attitude
toward these portrayals; (b) perceived significant others' attitudes
toward mental ability and self-concept; and (c) perceived signifi-
cant others' attitudes toward mental ability and the respondent's
perceived mental ability.

Those variables which generally explained no or slight
variation in the endogenous variables were the relationships
between (a) socioeconomic status and self-concept; (b) mental
ability and media perception, and (c) knowledge of the portrayals
and self-interaction.

Discussion of the research findings focused on reconcep-
tualization and remeasurement of the variables as cast in a

reciprocal influence model.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The formulation of the symbolic interactionist perspective
began in America in the early 1900s through the publications of
Charles H. Cooley, John Dewey, W. I. Thomas, and others. The most
complete delineation of the perspective appears in the volume Mind,

Self, and Society (1934), based on the writings and lectures of

George Herbert Mead.

The perspective which posits the individual and society as
symbolic-action units arose from early philosophic positions of
pragmatism. As the basis of these positions, individual action was
regarded as the mode to test the accuracy of any hypothesis, and
thus as the locus of reality. This action orientation was devel-
oped and represented by William James in his formulation of a prag-
matic test of truth, Dewey in his theory of instrumentalism, and Mead
in his philosophy of action. Although action could be easily
related to the individual within this view, it did not apply as
readily to societal responses and the individual. Societal responses
result from deliberation and discussion by its members who choose
courses of action affecting in turn, its members. This consensus,
then, regarding the means and ends of action in society lent a

dynamic character to interaction (Weinberg, 1962:403). This



consideration led to a more complete formulation of action between
the individual and society giving rise to symbolic interactionism.
A concern of this writer has been the possible application
of this base to mass media research. One of the best known students
and interpreters of symbolic interactionism, Herbert Blumer (1969:
191), also has suggested such an application:
What seems to be needed is a different scheme of analysis
--one that will respect the central features of the mass
communicative process as it exists in the world of real
happening . . . . The features of this process seem to be:
the variant and changing character of the presentations of
the media, the variant and changing character of the sen-
sitivities of people touched by the media, the process of
interpretation that intervenes between the presentation
and its effect . . . and the incorporation of media, pre-

sentations, and people in a world of moving events that
imparts an evolving character to each of them.

Purpose

The purpose of this chapter then is to examine the symbolic
interactionist perspective for useful concepts to be applied to the
study of mass media effects. As an underlying goal this examination
will be directed toward impact of the media on the racial attitudes
of majority and minority children. Based on this purpose, two ques-
tions arise: (1) Why examine the symbolic interactionist perspec-
tive for the study of media effects? and (2) Why single out concepts
within that perspective?

For the first question it is relevant to briefly consider
two major and interrelated aspects of the interactionist perspective.
The first aspect emphasizes the study of socialization of the child

and is considered social-psychological in focus. The second aspect



emphasizes the study of social organizations and social processes
and is considered sociological in focus (Rose, 1962:viii).

These two aspects directly relate to the study of mass media
- effects on children. Such effects may be both general and specific.
The general effects are concerned with the social and psychological
aspects faced by a child in a society where the media are an impor-
tant and pervasive influence. The specific effects are concerned
with the direct exposure of a child to various media content
(Bailyn, 1959:1). These media effects then, encompass the social-
psychological focus of the perspective.

In addition, media effects on children may be direct or
indirect (Bailyn, 1959:1). Direct effects are closely related to
specific effects. Based on media exposure, direct effects are con-
cerned with aspects of media content that interact with characteris-
tics within the child. This position is also social-psychological
in focus. Indirect effects, however, are concerned with the
influence of the media on others whose behavior in turn affects the
child. These effects are within the sociological focus of the per-
spective if the structured nature of the influence of others is
considered.

A final point should be made concerning the choice of the
interactionist perspective for the study of media effects on chil-
dren. Another characteristic of this perspective is that objects,1
selves, situations, and definitions for objects, selves and situ-
ations are constantly in flux within human behavior. They are

constantly being defined, interpreted, negotiated, acted, and acted



upon to yield new meanings (see, Mead, 1934; Rose, 1962; Denizin,
1968; Blumer, 1972). This emphasis on the processual nature of
human activity distinguishes the thought and direction of inter-
actionists from most adherents of "functional" theory in sociology
(Rose, 1962:ix).

Functional or mechanistic theory has been described by
Zigler and Child (1969) as concerned with the investigation of
functional relationships between discrete response and stimulus
events. The major aspects considered to be important in determining
the functional relationship between a stimulus and a response are
past reinforcement in regard to the stimulus and the relative sati-
ation concerning the reinforcement. Gordon (1974:4) has further
characterized this approach as external orientation by the indi-
vidual exclusive of internal orientation, and an emphasis on the
antecedent-consequent approach where cause-effect or stimulus
response relations condition behavior.

The functional approach has characterized most media
research (Gordon, 1974:14-15). This emphasis is apparent in any
review of media functions and effects. Such schemes usually posit
functions and effects of the media as arousal, activation, rein-
forcement, and pacification. By examining and categorizing such
functions, media researchers have given tacit, if not explicit
consent to the functional approach.

But media stimuli and the rgfponse of individuals to these
stimuli are not meaningfully described as discrete. Media content

and individuals who are exposed to this content are undergoing



continuous change. Studies of media effects then, must rely on a
framework that considers this processual nature rather than a frame-
work that is functional, mechanistic, or static in nature.

With the rationale presented for the appropriateness of the
symbolic interactionist perspective for the study of media effects,
let us briefly consider the second question of why concepts are
selected for focussed study.

-~ “"Many researchers have suggested that symbolc interactionism

include all the variables thought to be important in explaining human

e

///15 not a general theory of human behavior in that it does not

\ behavior. These researchers maintain, rather, that symbolic inter-

. actionism is a perspective or an orientation (Stryker, 1967; L. Rose,
) 1972). This position is subscribed to here because it allows a

/ more viable framework in which alternative formulations may be

enriched by incorporating concepts of the symbolic interactionist

\\perspective.

~ In addition to this feature of flexibility lies a practical
concern in that the perspective cannot be tested in its entirety.
Stryker (1962:42) has observed that:

No single study can test all the implications of a theory

as complex as Mead's; one must Eake much of it for granted,

testing only specified aspects.

With this overview then, this chapter will (1) discuss major

assumptions and state basic propositions of the perspective;
(2) examine concepts from this perspective deemed relevant to the

study of media effects, and (3) develop a conceptual framework for

the study of media effects based on this perspective.



Assumptions of Symbolic Interactionism

The bases from which the assumptions stem have been pre-
sented in the purpose statement. These bases are the social-
psychological and sociological emphases within the perspective.

The distinction between these social-psychological and sociological
emphases has not always been accurate or well-defined. _Cooley and -

Mead, however, suggested that such a distinction is not entirely

necessary since the socialized individual and the society are

really two facets of the same gestalt (Rose, 1962:viii).
— .
These assumptions are drawn from several published inter-

actionists, and an attempt is made to place these assumptions in
logical order. However, some overlap may be noted which is due

to the present writer's view of symbolic interactionism as a highly
integrated orientation and not heedless redundancy. Only those
assumptions considered relevant to the scope of this paper will

be presented.

////f/f;e(f3}§f assumption is that the child entering life, the
ﬁ;wborn, is neither social nor anti-social, but asocial with the
potentialities for social development (Stryker, 1967:373).

— The;iééEﬁB‘assumption is that individuals Tive in a symbolic
environment gs_yglj_as_gAphyéjcgl,environnant, and can be stimulated
to act by symbols as well as by physical stimuli. Symbols are
defined as stimuli that have learned meaning ggggyaluel For exam-
ple, a chair is not only a collection of visual, aural, and tactile
stimuli, but it "means" an object on which people sit; if a person

sits on a chair it will "respond" by holding the person; it has a



"value" for that purpose. A meaning is equivalent to a "true" dic-

tionary definition, referring to the way in which people actually

ﬁ%/use a term in their behavior. A value is the learned attraction or
frepulsion they feel toward the meaning (Rose, 1962:5).

The third assumption is that through symbols, individuals
have the capacity to stimulate others in ways other than those in
which they themselves are stimulated. Here Rose suggests the notion
of intent; that is, an individual communicates to another to evoke
meanings and values intended to be evoked. Rose notes the over-
simplification of this assumption including (1) that the meaning
evoked is seldom, if ever, completely identical for two persons;

(2) that the meaning evoked is not necessarily the one intended;
and (3) that the meaning may be only partial and anticipatory of
communication of other meanings (1962:7).

The<jpdéfﬁwassumption is that the most fruitful approach to
human social behavior is'through an analysis of society. The
symbolic interactionist perspective begins its analysis with the

g§9c351'aéfrd The basic unit of observation is an interaction; from
interaction both society and the individual emerge. This formula-
tion permits an articulation between social psychology and sociology
which alternative frameworks can forge. The study of social psy-
chology and sociology begin with the same "building bricks": social
actions. Social psychology builds in one direction to the behavior

of individuals. Sociology builds in another direction to the

behavior of collectivities (Stryker, 1967:373).
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The next two assumptions have already been presented in the

purpose statement. They are (1) that human behaviorand the social™

e T O

environmeﬁf)are«cont1nua11y chang1ngu and (2) that behaviors, influ-

ences, and objects are assigned meaning and given intepretation by
individuals (Mead, 1934:79, 93, 404; Mead, 1938:xlv, 11i). Comment-
ing on these assumptions, Blumer (1969:61) said of Mead:
He reversed the traditional assumptions underlying philo-
sophical, psychological, and sociological thought to the
effect that human beings possess minds and consciousness
as original 'givens,' that they live in worlds of pre-
existing and selfconstituted objects, that their behavior
consists of responses to such objects, and that group
life consists of the association of such reacting human
organ1sms
" The seventh assumption is that the meaning of 6bjects/1s
derived from or arises out of the social interaction that one has
with others (Blumer, 1972:401).

The eighth assumption is that an individual defines or has
a meaning for(§e1f.as well as other objects, actions, and charac-
teristics. The definition of self as a specific role-player in a
given relationship is what Mead calls a "me." William James
observed that each of us has as many selves as there are groups to
which we belong. In Mead's terms this would be a defined "me"
corresponding to each of our roles.

This perception of self as a whole, Mead called the Qi" or
"se]f—conceptlon .Y Mead distinguished the "I" and "me" as follows:
The "I" ;grihe response of the individual to the attitudes of
others; the "me" is the organized set of attitudes of others which

one assumes. The attitudes of others constitute the sum; the



individual has parts of self which are reflections of relationships
with others (Rose, 1962:11). Another way of saying this is that
only in communication can one get outside of self, take the atti-
tude of another, and achieve a reflected view of the self as object
from thesewgthgrvstandpoints (Stone and Farberman, 1970:370).
i/The ninth\SSSumption is that an individual receives views of

§¢1f}fromréertain ér qugifj@A9§her_§ﬁdividﬁé]$z These other indi-
viduals are referred to as reference groups. Mead used the term
“other," although he is often credited with using the term "sig-
nificant other" or "significant others" for these groups. As
Haller, Woelfel and Fink (1968:14) note, the term "significant
other(s)" is accurately attributed to Harry Stack Sullivan.

This section has presented nine of the major assumptions of
the symbolic interactionist perspective. In the next section con-

cepts intrinsic to the perspective and derived from these assumptions

will be discussed.

Concepts Within Symbolic Interactionism

The concepts of act, action, social acts, and social inter-
action are often used interchangeably by many symbolic interaction-
ists. L. Rose (1972:16) offers this description of social acts:

Acts are social to the extent that they involve other human
beings or other objects in the environment as defined by
the group. This suggests that objects are consensually
defined as maintained by Sullivan (1953). A1l acts are not
social.

As the foundation of the perspective, the concept(s) of

act, social act, or social interaction, is, in the opinion of the
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writer, the most richly developed aspect of that perspective. As
Blumer (1972:406) states, George Herbert Mead offers "the most
penetrating analysis" of the social act.

Based on Mead, Blumer suggests that social interaction is
critically important and significant in its own right. Blumer
(1972:405-6) contrasts the treatment of social interaction in most
functionalist frameworks with that of symbolic interactionism:

[T]lypical sociological and psychological schemes treat
social interaction as merely a medium through . . . which
the determinants of behavior pass to produce such factors
as status position, cultural prescriptions, norms, values,
sanctions, role demands, and social-system requirements;
explanation in terms of such factors suffices without pay-
ing attention to the social interaction that their play
necessarily presupposes. Similarly, in the typical psycho-
logical scheme such factors as motives, attitudes, hidden
complexes, elements of psychological organization, and
psychological processes are used to account for behavior. . . .

Symbolic interactionism does not merely give a ceremonious
nod to social interaction, It recognizes social interaction
as being of vital importance in its own right. This impor-
tance lies in the fact that social interaction is a process
that forms human conduct instead of being merely a means or
a setting for the expression or release of human conduct.
Put simply, human beings, in interacting with one another,
have to take account of what the other is doing or is about
to do; they are forced to direct their own conduct or handle
their situations in terms of what they take into account

. in the face of the actions of others one may abandon
an intention or purpose, revise it, check or suspend it,
intensify it, or replace it.

This section has been quoted at length because it concisely
summarizes the more protracted explanation of Mead on social inter-
action. (The reader is specifically referred to Mead, 1934:7-8,

23-24, 118n, 210-11, 311-17).

A form of (social interaction) is the use of "significant _

TN - —_ e e
symbols" or(ﬁsngp]ic_intggqgtioﬁ)" Mead clarifies the meaning
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of significant symbols or symbolic interaction in several signifi-
cant passages:

There is a whole series of possible responses. There are
certain types of these responses which are in all of us,
and there are others which vary with the individuals . . .
(1934:71).

It is, of course, the relationship of this symbol, this
vocal gesture, to such a set of responses in the indi-
vidual himself as well as in the other, that makes of that
vocal gesture what I call a significant symbol. A symbol
does tend to call out in the individual a group of reac-
tions such as it calls out in the other . . . (1934:71).

Now, if that response can be given in terms of an atti-
tude utilized for the further control of action, then the
relation of that stimulus and attitude is what we mean by
a significant symbol (1934:181).

Our thinking-that goes an, as we say, inside of us, is a
Play of symbols in the above—sensé.  Through gestures
responses are called out in our own attitudes, and as soon
as they are called out they evoke, in turn, other atti-
tudes. What was_the geani‘gxneu becomes a SymboD which
has anather p@3 meaning has itsel f become a

stimulus tolanother response (1934:181).

The significant symbol is nothing but that part of the act
which serves as a gesture to call out the other part of the
process, the response of the other, in the experience of
the form that makes the gesture (1934:268).

As the wellspring of symbolic interactionism, social_inter-
agtiggﬂgjygsﬂrisg\ggﬁa,series of highly interrelated, but distin-
guishable concepts. These concepts are: meaning, categories,

significant others or .reference groups, seTT self-lnteractlon

———

(se]f-1nd1cat1on. self—reflexive act1v1ty, reason1ng; 1nterpreta-
™~

tibnl, and—attitudes

Perhaps the most difficult concept to define within symbolic

~
interactionism (or in general)(js meaning. The one definition that
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P

could be found in the writings of Mead is ". . {\‘wstateméhtmoﬁ
what the nature of the object is ). ." (1934:91).

Although later interactionists have stressed the importance
of the concept "meaning," and devoted considerable space in describ-

definition. Within his definition and description of meaning,

Mead stresses social interaction and communication.
Dewey says that meaning arises through communication. It
is to the content to which the social process gives rise
that this statement refers; not to bare ideas or printed
words as such, but to the social process which has been so
largely responsible for the objects constituting the daily
environment in which we live: a process in which communi-
cation plays the main part (1934:79).

Communication gives to us those elements of response which
can be held in the mental field. We do not carry them
out, but they are there constituting the meanings of these
objects which we indicate. ﬂkanQUage'is a process_of indi-

cating certain stimuli_and changing the response to them
in the system of behavioP. Language as a social process
—has made it possible for us to pick out responses and hold
them . . . so that they are there in relation to that
which we indicate (1934:97).

Garretson (1967:337) sums up the position of the perspective
in regard to this concept:
[S]ymbolic interactionism . . . is focussed upon the impor-
tance of language as an instrument of definition and commu-
nication. People are seen as responding not directly to a
resistant outer reality but to meanings of objects which

are defined within a cultural system and social organiza-
tion.

Language is a system of significant symbols arising in the
process of social interaction. By inference, then, language is a
system of shared meanings and shared behavior. As such, language or

symbols are used to organize behavior toward objects. When symbols
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are organized to indicate generalizations of behavior toward
objects, or classifications of objects, these symbolizations are
known as categories.

Stryker (1967:375) summarizes:

To categorize is to apply a class term to a number of
objects, to signify that a number of different things are,
for certain purposes, to be treated as the same kind of
thing. Classification or categorization is essential to
activity, for life would be impossible if one were forced
to respond to every object in the world as unique. Class
terms, or categories, are of course, symbols. They have
meaning, they are cues to behavior, and they organize
behavior.

Humans respond to a classified world, one whose salient
features are named and placed into categories indicating
their significance for behavior. In short, humans do not
respond to the environment as physically given, but to an
environment as it is mediated through symbols--to a sym-
bolic environment.

A category frequently discussed by symbolic interactionists
is "status" or "position." While category appears to be a more
generic term for objects (e.g., men, women, children, chairs, houses,
jewelry), status or position refers to more specifically defined
subsets of categories. For example, the status or position terms
for the general categories of men and women, could include: mother,
professor, drill instructor, playboy, intellectual, black sheep,
nurse, and so forth.

There are two senses in which status or position are dis-
cussed within symbolic interactionism: (1) the organization of
behavior toward individuals in a different status or position; and
(2) the status or position of self (and/or the reference group

identified with self) relative to individuals in a different status

or position.
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When individuals are placed in categories the result is a
set of expectations regarding the behavior of those individuals.
Behavior toward those individuals then, is organized based on these
expectations. Shibutani suggests that many of the expectations
regarding the behavior of others are learned serendipitously or as
side issues. As an example, Shibutani refers to ways in which
children learn their social position. He also cites a study by
Quinn (1954) of how white children learn ethnic distinctions
(Shibutani, 1961:482, 484):

Quinn found that direct instruction is relatively infre-
quent. It occurs only after some incident in which a child
has violated the 'color line'--inviting a Negro friend to a
birthday party and eating side by side at the same table or
referring to a Negro woman as a "lady." Justifications are
not always given in ethnic terms; often the children are
asked simply to trust their elders.

Indirect techniques of training are sometimes used; chil-
dren are permitted to eavesdrop on adult conversations
about the immoral conduct of some Negro . . . .

Once the appropriate orientations are established, they are
repeatedly reinforced in social interaction. The reaffirma-
tion of ethnic categories provides a good example. The
mistaken belief that Negroes are inferior objects is inad-
vertently strengthened in jokes . . . . The stereotype of
the penurious Jew is reinforced in the same manner . . . .

In considering the role of self relative to others, one must
begin with the role of reference groups or significant others.
Earlier in this paper it was noted that some symbolic interaction-
ists use the term "reference groups" or "reference relationships"
(Shibutani, 1955; Kuhn, 1964; Rose, 1962); others prefer the term
"significant others" (Sullivan, 1947; Stryker, 1967; L. Rose, 1972;

Refky, 1973), and still others use the terms interchangeably
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(Brooks, 1967). While writers have used both terms, or argued for
the use of one term or the other, only one group of writers, Haller,
Woelfel and Fink (1968:16-17), appear to have drawn a clear con-
ceptual history and relationship between the two concepts. Summa-
rizing their discussion, they report:

Generally, significant others and reference groups are seen

to perform the same function and to use the same processes

to do so. Probably the only basic difference between the

two is that the term reference group tends to call one's

attention to clusters of persons while significant other

has a singular connotation . . . . [I]n many areas of life

a person may be more likely to be influenced by specific

other persons (e.g., my father, my best friend, my teacher,

Mr. X, . . .) than by groups. Reference groups can be

recaptured from clusters of significant others; but . . .

significant others are lost in reference groups.

It is this position which is subscribed to here. Reference
groups are seen as a broader class or grouping of people, while
significant others are seen as a more specific subset of that class
or group. The attitudes of significant others impinge on the indi-
vidual, shaping and directing the behavior of that individual.

An individual internalizes the roles of significant others.
The identity of an individual is a composite of roles, identities,
and attitudes which significant others exhibit vis-a-vis the indi-
vidual. Self, then, arises directly from the interaction process
with these significant others (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1966; L. Rose,
1972; Shibutani, 1961, 1966; Refky, 1973; Couch, 1967). Refky
(1973:53) emphasizes the processual relationship between signifi-
cant others and self:

It is not useful to conceive of socialization as a process

that ends at some point in the biography of the individual.
Thus, a change in significant others leads to a corresponding
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change in identity: a child interacts with new significant
others and, therefore, makes additions to the sediment of

. . . the self-system or identity . . . (of the child).

For an individual to maintain a stable identity, the pres-
ence of significant others must be continuous.

It has been necessary to discuss the role of significant
others before proceeding to a discussion of the perceived status of
self vis-a-vis others of a different status or position. That rela-
tionship will be considered now.

Shibutani (1961) asserts that status is a social process.
Status is ascribed only in relation to others who recognize this
status and approach the individual accordingly. The significance
of status is that it allows the individual to have a sense of
superiority over others. This sense of superiority and its rela-
tionship to significant others and self is pointedly discussed by
Mead.

Mead (1934:205, 207-8) states there is a continuous demand
to regard oneself as in some way superior to others. This feeling
of superiority is intensified when:

. It belongs to a self that identifies itself with the

group . . . . We all believe that the group we are in is
superior to other groups . . . on the whole we depend upon
a common recognition that other people are not quite as
good as we are . . . . We have to distinguish ourselves
from other people and this is accomplished by doing some-
thing which other people cannot do, or cannot do as well.?

The preceding discussion has focussed on the organization of
behavior toward others and the status of self vis-a-vis others. But
there are many other categories besides status in which an individual
may place himself or herself. When an individual applies categories

to classify and define who he or she is (in the same way that the
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individual applies categories to others), the individual is said to
have a "self" or "self-conception.”

Mead (1934:138 ff; 1938:445) notes that the self is that
which is an object to itself. That is, the notion of self arises
from the sustained frequency with which the individual is responded
to by others, and the ability of the individual to respond to him-
self or herself in the same way that the individual perceives others
respond to the individual. The conception of self then, is
basically a reflection of attributes of the individual "as they are
mirrored in the reactions imputed to other people" (Shibutani,
1961:239). It is what Cooley (1902) meant by the "looking glass
self." Mead (1934:135-178) describes this ability to assume alter-
nate roles as the extent to which an individual develops a "general-
ized other" in the formation of self-concept.

The notion of self suggests interaction, emergence, reflec-
tion, renewal, activity, process. Appropriately, this process has
been variously referred to by symbolic interactionists as self-
interaction, self-indication, self-interpretation, self reflexive
activity, and self activity. These "self acts" are the dynamic
reorganization of all situational elements that define and affect
self and the relationship of self to others. This reorganization
is a merging of these elemental parts into a unity or totality
within the Lebenswelt of the individual.

The foundation for these "self acts" stems from the processes

implicated by reasoning, interpretation, thinking, or intelligence.
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It is posited that the clarity of self activity is based on these
cognitive processes of the individual (Waller, 1967; Stone and
Farberman, 1967; Blumer, 1972; Woelfel, 1967; Mead, 1934, 1938;
Kelly, 1955; Warshay, 1962; MacKay, 1973; Swanson, 1974). Within
symbolic interactionism such concepts are considered indispensable
to an interactionist approach. In fact, one symbolic interaction-
ist has interpreted this part of the perspective to mean that "any
scheme which rules out such concepts distorts the facts of human
experience" (Stryker, 1967:377).

While it may appear that a concept such as "thinking" could
not easily undergo scientific scrutiny, such terms are defined
behavioristically within symbolic interaction for scientific analy-
sis. Therefore, "thinking is defined as the internalized manipula-
tion of symbols" (Stryker, 1967:377).

The final concept to be considered within this section is
attitude. There are two senses in which the concept attitude is
used in the sociological and psychological literature: (1) as a
substitute for an act (Dewey, 1902, defined attitude in this sense,
referring to it as a truncated act); and (2) a prior mental organiza-
tion (or imitation) of an act that represents or determines a later
response to the object of the attitude (Mead, 1934). In this sense,
attitude actually represents an "incipient act" (Burke, 1945:

235 ff), as the beginning of an act toward an object.
Stone (1962:100) states these two uses of attitude are

ambiguous. These uses are not viewed here as ambiguous, but rather
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as distinct uses of the concept that represent different perspectives.
Where Dewey viewed attitude as a complete replacement of behavior
toward an object, Mead viewed attitude as the mental beginning of
that behavior:
There is an organization . . . which represents not only
that which is immediately taking place, but also the later
stages that are to take place . . . . The later stages of
the act are present in the early stages . . . in the sense
that they serve to control the process itself. They
determine how we are going to approach the object . . .
(1934:11).
We have, then, in the behavioristic statement, a place for
that which is supposed to be the peculiar content of mind,
that is, the meaning of things. I have referred to these
factors as attitudes (1934:126-27).

The Meadian use of attitude invokes the notion of a continuous
and reciprocal influence. We are continually affecting others by our
attitudes. As previously noted, we can reflect the attitudes of
others toward ourselves, respond internally, and react. Through that
response and reaction, we affect the attitudes of others. As Mead
states, we are continually "exerting ourselves, bringing forward our
own opinion, criticizing the attitudes of others, and approving or
disapproving" (1934:180).

Because the modern use of attitude is not static, that use
will be subscribed to here. This use appears more representative of
what actually occurs in day-to-day affairs. An attitude is con-
stantly subject to agreement, challenge, interpretation, and change.

This section has examined concepts deriving from relevant

assumptions of the symbolic interactionist perspective. In the next
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section, these concepts will be integrated into a framework for exam-
ining mass media effects on minority and majority children.

It is important to note that not every concept discussed
here will be included in the framework. For every concept included,
it is assumed that underlying concepts (e.g., social acts, gen-
eralized others) give rise to the more concrete concepts under
investigation. Based on actual research, however, it should not be
difficult to arrive at relationships between and among these con-

cepts, or draw inferences concerning these and other concepts.

A Conceptual Framework for Mass Media Effects

From the preceding investigation of the symbolic interaction-
ist perspective, nine theoretical propositions may be deduced for
the study of mass media effects:

1. That the determination of media effects is embedded in
a processual environment.

2. That for any given set of effects, the attitudes and
actions of specific others affect the attitudes and actions of the
individual.

3. That those individuals who affect the attitudes and
actions of the individual are subject to the same kinds of influ-
ences as the individual. These influences include the reciprocal
influence of the individual on those other individuals.

4. That the central behavioral term of self or self-concept

primarily stems from interaction with others (it also may be argued
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that notions of self derive from the mass media), and serves to
mediate the influence of specific others and the media.

5. That self or self-concept undergoes an interpretive
process by the individual that further mediates the influence of
specific others and of the media.

6. That the cognitive processes of reasoning, thinking,
and intelligence influence the interpretive process of the
individual.

7. That an individual has different attitudes toward
different representations of the same class of objects.

8. That these different attitudes toward representations
of the same class of objects reciprocally influence one another.

9. That as influences in the environment of the indi-
vidual change, attitudes held by the individual also change.

A model that incorporates these propositions follows.

In the model, television content has been singled out as the
specific influence under study.

The model proposes that an individual is exposed to infor-
mation from several sources: television content, specific or
significant others, real life or direct experience with the object
of the television content (here, members of minority groups), and
other media (newspapers, magazines, books, and radio).

The specific or significant others for the individual are
also exposed to television content, specific or significant others,

real life or direct experience with the object of the television
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content, and other media. Specific or significant others are also
influenced by the individual.

As information from differing sources impacts on the indi-
vidual, it is evaluated in relationship to the self-concept of the
individual. Self-concept primarily stems from interaction with
others and exposure to the behaviors of others.

Self-concept is also influenced by an interpretive process
of the individual toward self and toward the object of television
content.

Underlying this interpretive process or self activity of
the individual are cognitive abilities such as reasoning and
thinking.

A11 of these factors coalesce to yield an attitude or atti-
tudes toward an object. In this case, there are two attitudes
from the same category of objects under consideration: an attitude
toward televised portrayals of minorities, and an attitude toward
minorities as perceived to exist apart from televised portrayals.

This process is continuous throughout the life of the indi-
vidual. As changes occur in media content, significant others,
and direct experience with the object, concomitant changes occur in
self-concept, the interpretive process, and subsequent attitude(s).
Such changes may activate, reinforce, or convert the previous atti-
tude. In the reciprocal relationship that the individual has with
others, changes in the attitude(s) of the individual will also
affect others within the environment of the individual.

The model as discussed is presented in Figure 1.
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In this section, nine theoretical propositions deduced
from the symbolic interactionist perspective were set forth for
the examination of media effects. A conceptual framework
explicitly derived from these propositions was proposed. The

propositions were, in turn, derived from the preceding content.

Summary

This chapter has examined the symbolic interactionist
perspective for development of a conceptual framework applicable
to the study of mass media effects on children. It intially
examined the appropriateness of the perspective for such a study,
and reasons for focussing on certain concepts within that per-
spective. It was suggested that the sociological and psycho-
logical emphases of the perspective, evolving around socialization
of the child lent invaluable support to the appropriateness
for examining media effects. It would be difficult if not
impossible to test each concept of the perspective and therefore,
only highly relevant concepts were identified.

The major assumptions and basic propositions of the
perspective were discussed and relevant concepts deriving from
these assumptions and propositions were examined.

Finally, these concepts were incorporated into a con-
ceptual framework suggested to be a more highly explanatory
approach to media effects than the mechanistic approach or
modifications of that approach. In the next chapter, research
implications of the theoretical background and conceptual frame-

work presented in this chapter will be discussed.



CHAPTER I: FOOTNOTES

1B1umer (1972:401) notes that objects include: physical
objects, such as trees or chairs; other human beings, such as a
mother or a store clerk; categories of human beings, such as
friends or enemies; institutions, such as a school or a government;
guiding ideals, such as individual independence or honesty; activi-
ties of others, such as their commands or requests; and such situ-
ations as an individual encounters in . . . daily life.

th is to be noted that in this early statement (1962),
Stryker referred to symbolic interactionism as a theory; yet as a
previous statement in the chapter indicates, in 1967 Stryker dis-
puted it as a theory preferring instead the perspective/
orientation designation. The conclusion is that Stryker reversed
his opinion on this issue during the intervening period.

3Manis and Meltzer (1967:495) essentially summarize these
assumptions in what they term basic theoretical propositions of
symbolic interactionism:

a. Mind, self, and society are most usefully viewed as
processes of human and interhuman conduct.

b. Language is the mechanism for the rise of mind and self.

c. Mind is an importation of the social process; that is,
of interaction, within the individual.

d. Human beings construct their behavior in the course of
its execution, rather than responding mechanically to
either external stimuli or such internal "forces" as
drives, needs, or motives.

e. Human conduct is carried on primarily by the defining
of situations in which one acts.

f. The socialization of the individual both enmeshes the
individual in society and frees the individual from
society. The individual with a self is not passive but
can employ self in an interaction which may result in
behavior divergent from group definitions.

4This assertion has been empirically examined by Kuhn (1960)
who found professional training to be related to the nature of the
self, and McPartland and Cumming (1958) who found a relationship
between social class and self-conception.

25



CHAPTER 11

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the research
implications of the conceptual model presented in Chapter I. This
discussion will focus on (1) general considerations underlying the
study; (2) focus of the study and rationale; (3) conceptual defini-
tions of the variables; and (4) an appropriate statistical model

in which to cast the variables.

General Considerations

This study examines the extent to which television may be
influencing the racial attitudes of children. The questions that
underlie this examination are: Do children perceive key behavioral
differences between minority and majority individuals in televi-
sion role portrayals? And if so, what effect do these differences
within a nexus of other influences, have on the racial attitudes of
minority and majority children?

A major thrust of the framework discussed in Chapter I is
that individuals exist in a symbolic as well as a physical environ-
ment, constantly lending interpretation to influences within that
environment. This basis, as more fully discussed in Chapter I, led
to a statement of the theoretical propositions that (1) the deter-

mination of media effects is embedded in a processual environment;

(2) for any given set of media effects, the attitudes and actions of
26
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specific others affect the attitudes and actions of the individual;
(3) those individuals who affect the attitudes and actions of the
individual are subject to the same kinds of influences as the indi-
vidual; (4) the central behavioral term of self or self-concept
primarily stems from interaction with others and may also derive
from the mass media; (5) self or self-concept undergoes an interpre-
tive process by the individual; (6) the cognitive processes of
reasoning, thinking, and intelligence influence the interpretive
process of the individual; (7) an individual has different attitudes
toward different representations of the same class of objects;

(8) these different attitudes toward representations of the same
class of objects reciprocally influence one another; and (9) as
influences in the environment of the individual change, attitudes
held by the individual also change.

In assessing the influence of television within this environ-
ment in regard to children's racial attitudes, three considerations
are (1) the availability of television programming with minority
portrayals (the stimulus information within the environment); (2) the
nature of minority portrayals (characteristics of that information);
and (3) the children's audience for these programs (attendance to
the information). Each of these considerations will be discussed in

turn.

The Availability of Minority
Programming

There are three predominant programming blocks when children

within the Lansing-East Lansing area may view minority portrayals:
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Saturday mornings (primarily cartoons), weekday evenings and week-
end evenings (7:30 to 11:00 P.M. or prime time). Since many of the
minorities on Saturday morning programs appear as cartoon charac-
ters, and since few minorities are featured in non-animated roles
on children's programming, most impressions of minority portrayals

evolve from adult-oriented programming in the evenings.

The Nature of Minority Portrayals

Within adult-oriented evening programming, the range of
minority roles extends to two basic program types: comedy (e.g.,
"Sanford and Son," "Good Times"), and police programs (e.g.,

"Hawaii Five-0," "Mod Squad," "Ironside," "Christie Love," "The
Rookies"). The range of majority roles, however, is more extensive,
if one considers family drama programs (e.g., "The Waltons,"

“"Little House on the Prairie"), medical programs (e.g., "Emergency,"
"Medical Center," "Marcus Welby"), detective programs (e.g., "Can-
non," "The Rockford Files," "Barnaby Jones"), or police programs not
featuring highly visible minorities (e.g., "Kojak," "Columbo,"
"McCloud," "McMillan and Wife").

The Children's Audience for Prime
Time Programming

A recent series of audience analyses shows that the chil-
dren's audience for prime time television viewing is substantial.
Forty percent of children ages 6 to 11 in this country are viewing
television by 7:00 P.M. each day of the week; by 8:30 P.M. the

‘ percentage increases to slightly more than 50 percent of all such
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children. The heaviest viewed programs are situation comedies

followed by general drama programs (Katzman, 1974:25, 36).

The Study Focus and Rationale

In examining the influence of minority portrayals on chil-
dren, relevant questions are what program types and what ethnic
minority group or groups should be examined?

The decision in this research is to examine family situation
comedies, and black individuals within these portrayals as the
specific ethnic group under consideration. This decision is made
for the following reasons: (1) Black portrayals are appearing with
increasing frequency, and more so in comedy roles than dramatic
roles (Greenberg and Mazingo, 1973). A check of current television
program listings confirms that black individuals are predominantly
portrayed in family comedy roles (e.g., "The Jeffersons," "Good
Times," "Sanford and Son," "That's My Mama"), and in non-family
situation comedies (e.g., "Hot L Baltimore," "Barney Miller").

(2) Black individuals appear in comedy roles more prevalently than
other ethnic minorities. (3) The frequency and quality of black
portrayals has been severely criticized by some observers as
extending a unidimensional image of blacks as buffoons, clowns, and
incompetents; in general, as objects of humor (Clark, 1969;

Maloney, 1970; Poinsett, 1974). Numerous analysis of prime time
programming conclude that minority portrayals are uncomplimentary,
unrealistic, or both (e.g., Clark, 1969; Gerbner, 1972). While

these observers find these portrayals uncomplimentary or unrealistic,

a question in this study is, do children perceive these portrayals
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similarly? The portrayal of black individuals as clowns or buffoons
may be regarded as a negative aspect by an adult observer, but may
well be a positive aspect to a child viewer.

With the general considerations and the purpose of the
study more clearly focussed, conceptual definitions of the variables

under study may now be examined.

The Variables

Since the proposed study operates from a framework that
suggests reciprocal influence and an intertwined system of cause
and effect, it would be erroneous to isolate discrete sets of vari-
ables that are strictly antecedent, independent, intervening, or
dependent. It is more appropriate to consider a causal system of
exogenous (independent) variables whose variability is explained
or determined by causes outside the model, and endogenous (dependent)
variables whose variability is explained by exogenous or other
endogenous variables within the model. For purposes of the immedi-
ate discussion, the variables will be referred to as exogenous or
endogenous. Measurement of the variables will be discussed in
Chapter III.

Based on the discussion in Chapter I and the theoretical
propositions reviewed at the beginning of this chapter, six exogenous
variables and eight endogenous variables emerge.

The exogenous variables are (1) frequency of exposure to
television portrayals; (2) perceived treatment of minority and

majority individuals by other media (other media attitudes);
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