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SOME NEGLECTED PROBLEMS IN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY*

LeoNarp S. COTTRELL, JR.
Cornell University

EARLY twehty years ago, I wrote a
papet for presentation at a section
of the annual meeting of this

Seciety in which I sought to demonstrate the
feasibility and utility of analyzing marital
problems in terms of dynamic situational
fields composed of interacting roles.* Of little
moment in the general progress of social
psychology, the paper is nevertheless preg-
nant with meaning for me. In the first place,
it represented the results of my own efforts
to integrate such of their ideas as I had as-
similated from G. H. Mead, John Dewey,
Sigmund Freud, Kurt Koffka, R. E. Parks,
E. W. Burgess, H. D. Lasswell, and many
others whose thinking and orientation are
symbolized by these names,? into a theoreti-
cal frame work which T could apply to the
very concrete and real problems of analysis
and understanding of human behavior in the
groups I was studying at that time. In the
second place, the paper symbolized in my
own expetience the shift which characterized

*The Presidential Address read before the an-
nual meeting of the American Saciological Society
held in Denver, September -9, 1950.

T4Roles and Marital Adjustment,” Publications
of the American Sociological Society, 27 (1913),
I07-115.

1 should note here that during the decade
that followed the writing of this paper my own
thinking was greatly influenced by the contribu-
tions of H. 8. Sullivan, J. L. Moreno, and Kurt
Lewin.

much of social psychelogy in the thirties
frem an orientation that led to phrasing ex-
planations in terms of intrinsic attributes to
one which can be called interactional, In the
third place, when a decade later I had ac-
casion to appraise the current state of social
psychology I had the easily understood satis-
faction of discovering that the formulations
explicit and clearly implied in the paper re-
ferred to were in close agreement with the
dominant trends in theory and method which
were apparent in the literature of 1930-
1940. The publication of this appraisal® quite
naturally drew the c¢riticism from some
quarters that we had allowed our own theo-
retical bias to control unduly our selection
and evaluation of the evidence. My present
rebuttal of such criticism is to say that while
it tock another decade (including the war
and its interruptions) for the language of our
monograph to sound reasonably contempo-
rary and conventional, a comparison of the
1949-1950 crop of text-books in social psy-
cology with those of around rg3o leaves na
doubt whatever that our conclusions and
predictions in 1940 accurately reflected what
was and was to come.

It is, therefore, especially gratifying to me
at this time, before I discuss some of the

11.. 8. Cottrell, Jr. and Ruth Gallagher, De-
velopments in  Sacial  Psychology, 1¢30-1940,
Beacon Press, 1941
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principal shertcomings and unsolved prob-
lems in social psychology which strike me
as critically important, to report substantial
progress in theoretical formulation, the set-
ting of problems and the development of
methods and techniques appropriate to a
consistent interactional orientation. If any
should douht that this progress is substan-
tial, let him be reminded that one year ago,
almost to the day, in this very city, the
American Psycholegical Association through
the address of its then president, Professor
E. R. Hilgard, officially restored the social
self as a legitimate object of attention by
reputahle scientists, I pause at this point to
extend your greetings and congratulations to
our esteemed sister society. It is my opinion
supported only by that cursory hit and miss
observation permitted to Deans of Colleges
of Arts and Sciences that we are now over
the hump so far as the establishment of an
interactive orientation in social psychology is
concerned, It is difficult to imagine, for ex-
ample, that any alert graduate student or
junior staffi member in our major centers of
social psychological training and research
could get very far with a research project on
traits or attributes of persons or groups with-
out redefining the problem in dynamic situa-
tional terms. Nor will a morale branch
agency in World War IIT fail to give as
much or more time and skill in precisely
specifying the dynamic situational contexts
it atudies as it will to the measurement of
the specific items of behavior and attitude.

It is one thing to claim a notable advance
in general orientation and theory; it is
another to say that a desirable level of pre-
cision and articulation in theoretical formu-
lation and in methed has heen achieved.
This latter we cannot claim, Notwithstand-
ing some rather reckless promises made hy
some in the heat of seeking commercial and
government research contracts, a candid ap-
praisal must find much of cur terminology
extremely fuzzy, our hypotheses lacking in
rigorous casting and our methods as yet not
well adapted for operationally testing our
hypotheses or for vielding that consensual
validation of observation upon which any
community of scientists must rely for recog-
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nizing what is accepted fact. I da not say
this in any destructive mood. I am painfully
aware of the extreme difficulties we face in
the next phase of our develapment, especially
when some of my associates in the Cornell
Social Science Research Center point to
problems they encounter in trying to use
in their research some of the ideas I have
had some part in perpetrating. But social
psychologists and their close kin do need
to remind themselves that their very prog-
ress in getting something of a common
orientation and some common currency of
terms like role, self, situation, and field may
become a handicap if they fail in a rapid
advance toward more precision and rigor in
their conceptualization and more relevancy
in their methods and procedures.

I could not, even if time and your
patience permitted, cover the entire range of
important prohlems confronting social psy-
chology in the next phase of its development.
My efiorts shall be limited to brief citations
of a few rather specific problems which, in
my opinion, are characterized by the fact
(1) that they have not yet received adequate
systematic attention; and (2) that direct
and indirect results of intensive attack upon
them would greatly strengthen our thecry
and method for the responsibilities social
psychology is now expected to assume.

I. THE EMPATHIC RESPONSES

Sacial psychologists in this country have
thus far succeeded in ignoring almost com-
pletely what, in my opinion, is one of the
most fascinating and challenging as well as
one of the most critical processes in the
whole range of phenomena with which they
are concerned. I refer to the empathic re-
SpOnses.

Many of you have sought to understand
the processes involved in such phenomena as
the development of a conception of self, in
acquiring a role, in the emergence of insight,
in communication, in the integration of a
group, in the internalization of social norms,
or have at least studied the work of those
who have made major contributions to our
understanding of these processes—for ex-
ample, G. H. Mead, C. H. Cooley, Sigmund
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Freud, H. 5. Sullivan. You must, therefore,
share with me the recognition that in most
current theory regarding human interaction
there is the basic assumption that as the
individual reacts in his various life situations
he not only develops those responses ap-
propriate to his own part in the relationships
hut zlso incorporates in his reactive system
the responses of the others in the situation.
Only as this takes place, we say, can the
individual acquire z system of significant
symbols by means of which true communica-
tion takes place, or can he acquire 2 mind
ot a social self, or can collectivities achieve a
consensus upon which must rest their capac-
ity te function as integrated units. Under
such terms as internalization, identification,
taking the role of the other, empathic re-
sponse, social psychologists have recognized
the universality and central importance of
this process.

If the empathic phetiomena are so crucial
in human interaction, it is indeed surprising
that they have not been subject to intensive
research. This lack may be due in part to the
fact that these responses are so much a part
of our taken-for-granted experience that they
have failed to challenge interest and atten-
tion. I suspect, however, that a large part of
the failure to tackle problems in this area
stems from the nature of the phenomena
which makes them very difficult to study
with available techniques. But whatever the
reasons for this lack of research on empathic
phenomena, it is my conviction that 2
vigorous effort in this direction is a prime
need now.

This field is teeming with problems that
challenge interest and skill. Take, for ex-
ample, the prohlem of wvariability hoth
among individuals and in the same indi-
vidual in different situations, Preliminary
explorations of these questions which we
have undertaken at Carnell* indicate that

*%ee Rosalind Dymond, “Empathic Ability:
An Exploratory Study” An unpublished Ph.D,
thesis writien under my direction, Cornell Univer-
sity, 1049. See also an article by the same author,
“A  Scale for the Measurement of Empathic
Ability,* Journal of Cousulting Psychology, 13

(1940), 127-133.

707

tests of relative empathic responsiveness
which will descriminate reasonahly well are
feasible and that such tests will show wide
variability among individuals, Results also
suggest that the empathic responsiveness of
a given individual will vary with the situa-
tional context. Mareover, it seemed clear
that our subjects who were consistently high
in empathic performance and those who were
low differed rather markedly in develop-
mental histories, personal characteristics,
social insight, and relations with others.

With nothing more than this modest
amount of explaration one becomes aware of
a substantial list of questions and prob-
lems that press for serious attention. Only
a few may be noted here,

There is the obvious task of develeping 2
reliable and sensitive index of the empathic
ability which will permit appropriate rank-
ings of individuals and the detection eof
changes in individuals under varying condi-
tions. Equipped with such an index we may
then undertake through descriptive and ex-
perimental procedures to answer the follow-
ing questions:

£. Is this 2 general capacity or is it specific
to situations?

2. What types of early formative social re-
lations are associated with varying levels
of empathic responsiveness? in general? in
specified types of situations?

3. What types of social situations heighten
and depress empathic responsiveness?

4. What kinds of social relations and adjust-
ments are made by persons of varying em-
pathic capacity?

5. Is it possible to modify empathic re-
sponsiveness by deliberate training?

6. If so, are solutions to certzin problems in
human relations faeilitated by increasing
or decreasing the level of responsiveness?

7. Are there optimal levels of empathic re-
sponsiveness for the various social roles
called for in our society?

And so we could continue this list in-
definitely. It is generally recognized, 1 be-
lieve, that a fool can ask more questions in
five minutes that a wise man can answer in a
lifetime. But sometimes the wise man finds
cne or two of the fools’ questions worth, if
not a lifetime, then at least six months.



