
The construction of self: the public reach into the private sphere 

 (Butt and Langdridge, 2003) 

 

Bailey (2000) argues that there are three related dimensions of the sociological 

private: intimate relationships, the self and the unconscious. 

 

Psychoanalytic essentialism that sees the unconscious as comprising not only 

processes, but also content that transcends time and culture, will always put 

unconscious phenomena beyond the reach of sociology. 

 

Ribbens, McCarthy and Edwards (2001) contend that the family in particular is 

an area in which power relations are illuminated by the public/private dimension, 

and that Bailey’s project confuses the private with the personal and the 

subjective. 

 

We highlight three things: how a pre-reflective engagement with the social world 

is reflected on in discursive consciousness; how the public reaches into the 

private sphere, producing a self-theory; and how (perhaps unconscious) self-

deception is practised, in order to maintain this theory. 

 

Discussion  

1 The individual is seen as a social construction, forged out of joint 

interactions with others. 

2 These social engagements are intentional yet pre-reflective; the person 

finds themselves already immersed in a social world. 

3 Through giving accounts to others, and then oneself in inner dialogue, each 

person reflects on their pre-reflective projects, using the discursive 

resources available to them. 

4 Our engagement with the world is primarily pre-reflective, or unconscious. 

5 The private pain can never be strictly private in that when one reflects on it, 
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General discussion  

1 The tendency to overperceive oneself as a target is a robust phenomenon, 

which is influenced by the disposition to be self-conscious. 

2 Subjects were more likely to perceive themselves, rather than another 

person, as the target of events, whether those events are positive or 

negative. 

3 Subjects high in public self-consciousness were more likely than those low 

in self-consciousness to perceive events as being targeted toward them. 

4 Just as in the behavioural domain, so too in the attributional domain, certain 

situations or events may render a particular aspect of the self (i.e., public 

or private) salient, and it is that aspect which will subsequently influence 

behaviours or cognition. 

5 Subject's attributional judgments were specifically concerned with the 

interrelation between the subject and the behaviour of others. 

6 The usefulness of the distinction between attention to private and public 

aspects of the self clearly extends to the realm of egocentric attributions. 

7 Subjects were just as likely to overperceive themselves as the target of a 

negative event as of a positive one. 

8 There was no support for the motivational hypothesis regardless of whether 

the to-be-targeted event had important implications for the subject's esteem 

and sense of control, or was of trivial importance to esteem and control, or 

whether responses were anonymous (so that self-presentational concerns 

were minimal and conscious distortion unlikely) or identifiable. 

9 The self-as-target bias seemed to operate independently of self-esteem or 

control motivations. 

10 Subjects believed that they would soon discover whose exam was being 

singled out or who had been volunteered for the demonstration, thus 

removing all uncertainty. 

11 Cognitive distortions motivated by self-esteem concerns are likely to 

operate only when there is sufficient ambiguity so that the possibility 
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several others in the same category so that the applicability of the self-

perception analysis to studies not explicitly discussed would be apparent. 

Second, for each experiment there had to be at least one other study in the 

literature that had successfully replicated the same conceptual 

phenomenon employing different experimental procedures if possible. 

Finally, the studies selected are those which are best known and most 

widely reprinted or cited. 

 

The force-compliance studies 

1 Two groups of participants doing a ‘boring’ task repetitively. One group is 

given $1 and they need to describe to others as ‘enjoyable’. While another 

group is given $20 for participating.  

2 The results shown, from the self-perception view, that the participants who 

described as ‘enjoyable’ are more favourable towards the tasks than those 

did not, although the received higher payment. The results show the 

importance of self-perception.  

 

An interpersonal replication of the Festinger-Carlsmith (above) experiment 

1 Seventy-five college undergraduates participated in an experiment 

designed to "determine how accurately people can judge another person." 

2 The inverse relation between amount of compensation and the final attitude 

rating is clearly replicated; and even though the present analysis does not 

require the attitude judgments themselves of the interpersonal observers to 

duplicate those of Ss in the original experiment, it is seen that the two sets 

of ratings are quite comparable on the 10-point scales. 

3 These successful replications of the functional relation reported by 

Festinger and Carlsmith provide support for the self-perception analysis. 

4 If an outside observer begins with the discrimination that a communicator 

is credible, then the more arguments put forth, the more persuasive the 

speaker might well become, if nothing intervenes to change the observer's 
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5 On the other hand, when the subject's attained score is low, he is likely to 

change his self-evaluation (in the negative direction) to a greater extent in 

the private treatment 

6 An understanding of the effects of anticipated appraisal by others involves 

interpreting the foregoing interactions. 

7 One of the interactions indicates that dependency showed consistent 

effects only in the public treatment. 

8 Apparently, the degree of dependence upon others for self-evaluation is 

relevant only where appraisal from others is anticipated. 

9 The interaction between discrepancy and anticipated confrontation 

suggests that reflected comparison was more important in producing 

change than was direct comparison. 

10 If, on the other hand, his standing is lower than he anticipated, he should 

resist lowering his self-evaluation since this would be de facto acceptance 

of lowered status in the group. 

 

Emotionality and Change in Self-Evaluation 

1 A discrepancy between two sources of information about the self (or an 

aspect thereof) should, by our present assumptions, produce tension which 

would subsequently tend to be reduced. 

2 A change in self-evaluation that leads to equilibration of the original self-

estimate with the estimate derived from social comparison. 

3 A negative relationship should appear between the amount of change and 

tension reduction. 

 

Other Avenues of Tension Reduction 

1 Attributing little validity to the test.  

2 Denying the importance of the skill in question 

3 Attempting subsequently to influence the other to change his appraisal 

4 Shifting the frame of reference for self-evaluation. 
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Self-focused attention: commonalities across psychopathologies and 

predictors (Woodruff-Borden, Brothers and Lister, 2001) 

 

The goal of this study was to examine empirically the extent of self-focused 

attention across several clinically diagnosed groups. 

 

The second goal of this study was to examine predictors and correlates of self-

focused attention. 

 

Discussion 

1 The results of this study support Ingram’s (1990b) conclusion that self-focus 

seems to be a common feature across the anxious and depressive 

disorders assessed.  

2 The most meaningful differences between groups involved the valence of 

self-focus, not the presence or absence of self-focus. 

3 As might be expected, depressed subjects reported less positively 

valenced self-focused cognitions, as well as less neutral cognitions. 

4 The process of focusing inwardly to self-referent material appeared 

common across all groups with the specific nature (and likely the content) 

of those self-focused thoughts differing somewhat by diagnostic grouping. 

5 Self-focus (especially negative self-focus) is related to severity, global 

pathology, negative affect, and poorer problem-solving. 

6 The more severe the pathology, the greater the extent of self-focused 

attention. 

7 An increasing level of self-focus with increased levels of distress. 

8 If one ruminates about the implications of negative expectations for the self 

in a given situation, and one experiences difficulty in shifting away from 

such negative expectations for extended periods of time, then it seems 

likely that such an individual will experience some form of negative affect 
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